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For Cecilia. Thanks for being my closest companion on this long patrol.
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Under
a brutal northern snowfall the old Federation capital of Junzien
was alive with the fire of history. It was a day when every thread of Nocht’s
timeline would tragically collide.


Cheering crowds gathered
along the streets as the Presidential motorcade departed the Hotel Reich and
made its way toward the Foundation Stone at the site of the former capitol
building. Alongside the motorcade the crowd marched as a procession, throwing
roses and lighting snapping sticks, hoping to catch a glimpse when
the President finally lit the ceremonial fireworks that symbolized
the old fortress cannons, their heavy shells striking down the approaching
monarchist enemy in the name of independence.


Clad in their thickest
winter coats the citizens braved the cold drift to celebrate the 200th
anniversary of the Federation of Northern States. To the northern people,
it was still better known as the Nocht Federation, for the man who first lit
the matches that sounded the fateful cannons. But that ancient name was not the
one sung on this triumphant day.


President Achim
Lehner leaned back in his seat, arms behind his head, listening to the crowd as
they chanted his name and recited several of his campaign slogans. He cast a
sly smile toward his radiant wife, dolled up in pigments and shiny hair, mink
and silk, sitting with one limousine seat between them, hoping she would join
the festivities. She coldly and immediately shrugged off his attentions,
staring out the window with her head held up on a closed fist. He could see her
half-closed, bored eyes reflected in the tinted glass.


No matter; he was
riding too high to care. Whatever embittered her this time would soon pass.
Chuckling to himself, he leaned forward from his seat, rubbing his hands.


Across from him,
his lovely secretary leaned to meet him, and handed him papers.


“Revised copies of
the speech, as requested.” She said.


“Cecilia, doll,
you never cease to impress.” He replied.


Scanning the
lines, he was elated to find his most recent successes were all featured on the
pages. He could reveal to the world, even before the press, the capitulation of
the Cissean rebellion, and the establishment of Nocht’s newest ally in the
global south. He had finally put that war to bed as he had promised. He was
almost assured an eight-year term now.


And where were the
pundits now? Lehner laughed aloud. This was too good.


Turning out of the hotel
avenue, the motorcade drove deep into the urban heart of Junzien, through roads
flanked with buildings wedged one between the other, gray, gloomy cement and
glass monuments to the city’s endurance. Lehner much preferred the new capital further up Rhinea, a larger, more modern place, sleek
and efficient and artful, but Junzien was his people’s heart. So he
begrudgingly made space for it in his own.


“We have to start
moving quick after this. Build Cissea up.” Lehner said.


“Unfortunately,
the island campaigns have sapped the strength of the Bundesmarine.” Cecilia
quickly replied. “Our capacity to ship to Cissea is currently very limited.”


“Work on that,
darlin’. It’s nothin’ that can’t be be fixed. You gotta find the problems and
the solutions and you move heaven and earth -- that’s what all of you are here
for.”


“We can start on
it; but in this case we need to move an ocean.” Cecilia said.


Lehner burst out
laughing, slapping his knees. “God. I keep remembering why I hired you. And I
just think to myself ‘damn, Lehner, good move, my man, good move.’“


Cecilia pushed up
her glasses, her face reflecting his own impish grin.


At Lehner’s side,
his wife’s expression soured ever so slightly more.


Outside the
snowfall thickened, but the people struggled all the more to keep up. Everyone
was used to the conditions of this venerable celebration. It had been this cold
on that fateful day, and yet the rebel soldiers fought on nonetheless. Lehner
waved through the tinted glass at the marchers, men, women, and children,
cheering and running. They were separated from the motorcade by marching
policemen in dress uniform.


Slowly the
motorcade was poised to escape the tightest confines of Junzien. 


Lehner picked a
glass of wine from the side of his limousine seat.


There was a flash
and a crack from up ahead.


At once the
limousine came to a stop sudden enough to shake President Lehner.


Red wine spilled
on his shirt and coat.


Lehner threw his
hands up in anger. “Fuck! What the hell--”


Red blood
sprayed on the window beside him, and there was a thud on the glass as one
of the police escorts hit the limousine, falling dead with shells through
his chest.


Muzzles flashed
skyward, and gunfire rang out from inside the crowd.


Police drew their
pistols in a split-second response and fired into the streets.


Panicked marchers
ran every which way to escape the carnage.


Grenades flew out
from the throngs and detonated among the motorcade.


Glass windshields
shattered on police cars and motorcycles. Fuel tanks went up in columns of
flame, sending shards of metal screaming through the crowd and roasting special
agents and foot police inside their vehicles. Policemen fighting on the streets
were grazed or clipped by metal shards and many fell. Amid the massacre the
limousine stood unharmed, explosive fragments bouncing off its sloped,
disguised armor plating.


From the rapidly thinning
crowd, an assailant in a covering trenchcoat and hat opened fire into the
window of the limousine. Twin wounds marred the glass, each composed of
dozens of concentric circles with a cap lodged between. His gun failed to
penetrate.


Agatha Lehner nevertheless
screamed and ducked against her husband in fear.


President Lehner
grit his teeth.


“Cecilia.” He
said, more aggravated than anxious.


Shaking with
nervousness, Cecilia slammed her heeled shoe on the floor, and dug out
from under a sliding panel a sleek, fully automatic Norgler machine
gun, top of the line.


She clumsily
pulled up the cover on the feed tray, slid the ammunition belt into it, locked
it in place, and pulled back the charging handle to ready the weapon. It fed
with a satisfying click, just like they had practiced. She
held the gun aloft, her shoulders shaking.


Outside the
assailants concentrated their gunfire on the limousine.


Bulletproof glass
absorbed a dozen rounds of punishment.


It was getting
hard to see the fight.


Lehner nodded his
head with determination and Cecilia nodded back. She dropped between the rows
of seats in the back of the limousine, sidling close to the door with the
Norgler in hand. She pushed it up to the door. Lehner leaned down, holding his
wife close, both their heads down under the level of the windows for safety. He
pulled a catch.


On the door a
panel just large enough for the Norgler opened.


Cecilia pushed the
gun through the slot and slipped a slender finger over the trigger.


Swinging the
weapon from side to side she opened fire indiscriminately.


At once a noise
like an automatic saw overwhelmed the sounds of battle.


Casings dropped to
the floor of the limousine by the dozens every second as Cecilia held down the
trigger on the Norgler, barely controlling its overwhelming fire. She closed
her eyes and held on to the weapon as bursts of automatic fire swept from the
side of the limousine. Lehner peered over the window and watched as best as he
could through the marred glass as the weapon rained lead on the streets. He
strained his eyes and saw the trenchcoat men as they were brutally cut down
with barely a struggle.


Another
sharp click and the Norgler ejected its last casing.


Once the noise of
the automatic fire died down, the street was empty and silent.


Lehner waited in
the limousine, stroking his wife’s shoulders and pulling her head to his chest,
her tears soaking into the wine-stained coat and shirt. He sighed deeply.


Cecilia stood up
from the floor, sweating, breathing heavily.


“It’s a hell of a
gun.” She said, her voice trembling.


After several
minutes, a surviving police officer knocked on the window.


President Lehner
stepped out of his battered limousine and inspected the carnage.


His weary eyes
rolled over the blood and viscera, the bodies of innocents, of officers, of
assailants alike, the burning wrecks, the bullet casings littered all over the
ground, all of the madness that had unfolded on his streets in mere moments on
this historic day.


Only one detail
burned in his mind at that instant.


All of the weapons
he saw gripped in the death-frozen fingers of the soon-to-be infamous
Federation Day Terrorists, were of Ayvartan make. Their
grenades, their firearms, all of their arsenal had been manufactured
in the Socialist Dominances of Solstice.


“That’s damning.”
He told himself under a cold breath. “And useful.”










10th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030
D.C.E.


Adjar Dominance – City of Bada Aso


Despite knowing she was unwanted there,
she took a seat at one of the parasol-shaded tables outside the Uttarakuru, a small cooperative restaurant, and
she waited. 


This was a place with a long history for her.


Too long; she had done too much in this city,
and at these tables.


Her return was almost painful and she knew it
would be brief.


She knew in the back of her mind that her
visit was fruitless. It would change nothing. All that she had done was now
burned into the inscrutable body of history.


Her words would not expiate for the sins she
committed here.


She turned her head, away from the brick and
glass etched with painful history.


People came and went down the old cobblestone
streets. It was midday and they flocked to eateries: Civil Canteens, Ration
Offices, and Restaurants like the Uttarakuru. They were in a hurry. There were
always essentials like flatbread, fruit juice and lentils, but a few items were
always first come, first serve. Especially the meat items.


Watching the crowds hurry under the sun
exacerbated the heat that she felt in her military uniform, even while
shaded by the parasol. The Adjar Dominance in general had a furious climate
even in the autumn, and especially before the winter rains. 


Around her the people coming and going wore
loose overall trousers and tunics, cloth and silk drapes, long gentle robes and
dresses, in all kinds of colors. All she had was her military uniform to
wear; in more ways than one it was the skin that she wanted to show.


In many ways she had resigned herself to it – and to the
consequences.


She looked into the restaurant. 


No service had taken note of her yet; she
waited, and she sighed.


Her heart beat furiously. Blood pounded
through her veins. 


Her very presence was an injustice.


As she sat and waited for the inevitable
conclusion, her mind drifted. She closed her eyes and heard the voices around
her. There was sound all around the city, and close by a dozen conversations
traveled through the air, like the pulse of life in Bada Aso.


“Lubon stopped trading with us only a month
ago and it already feels like an eternity since I’ve had some good wine. Our
people are hopeless about wine, let me tell you, comrade. We’re hopeless about
a few things, but wine is the worst of them all.”


“You tacked on the comrade pretty fast,
didn’t you, you bourgeois swine? Ha ha! Stop complaining about the wine. You’ve
got a guaranteed roof over your head and food on the table and here you are,
crying about wine? Some things never change, I suppose.”


“Wine’s never been a bourgeois thing! I
always drank it, back when we could get it, it was cheap. It’s always been
cheap. It’s always been proletarian. Until those
backstabbing elves stopped trading it! That’s the problem. And the
hopeless grape farmers in Jomba.”


“Drink your palm wine, your ancestors didn’t
even have the grapes.”


Swirling away from the complaints of old men
the wind began to carry the gossip of the young ladies, fashionable and
energetic, streaming in from offices nearby.


“Looks like Nocht is trotting out the Empress
on another pity party for the Old Empire. Some of those Noctish politicians
have been saying the Warden and the Councilors should meet with her and
discuss reconciliation. But the President still calls us terrorists.”


“Hmph. That so-called Empress is so tiring
and so shameful. No Ayvartan cares for her except all the parasites and thieves
who fled with her to Nocht and who ran away to Mamlakha and Cissea. She should
give up and stay in Nocht. Do something useful there.”


“I would not be so quick to dismiss her. A
lot of countries treat her and her retinue as a legitimate government in
exile. There are even people here in Ayvarta who think things were better under
the Empire than right now. I read a newspaper article about it recently.”


“What paper would say that? Stop reading the
Cissean’s rags, it’s all Nocht propaganda to foment unrest here. No
self-respecting Ayvartan wants that woman back here.”


She nearly lost herself while listening to
others. Those people were meant to be here, meant to discuss their problems and
feelings openly and cheerfully. That was why their voices had such strength,
while her own was suppressed. She sighed painfully to herself.


Then, finally, the wind carried a
heartbreaking voice to her ears.


“Madiha,”


Like a dagger to the heart, she heard her own
name and felt like she would stagger.


Madiha Nakar turned on her seat clumsily,
partially, whipping around to meet the woman that she had come to see. She was
one of the recent owners of this old diner, Chakrani Walters, in her long brown
jumper and dress shirt and her ribbon tie, her hair done up in long, luxuriant
ringlet curls. She had just the expression that Madiha expected to see on her – shock, anger, disgust, hatred. Her green
eyes seemed on the verge of tears just from having to meet Madiha. This was a
cruelty that Madiha was inflicting on her.


But Madiha wanted– no, she needed to
try one last time.


“Does the KVW have business with me?”
Chakrani sharply asked.


“I have come to visit as a civilian.” Madiha
said. 


“Really? You don’t look like one.”


“I do not own very many clothes, so I am here
in uniform.”


“So, you’re just here because you felt like
it?”


“Well– “


“Okay. Then get out.” Chakrani said. “You’re
unwelcome here. Go away.”


“Chakrani, I simply wish to speak to you.”
Madiha said.


Many of patrons quieted and made a deliberate
act of minding their business.


But they were all watching.


Some of their eyes probably shifted to
Madiha’s lapel and to her breast, where her medals were proudly pinned,
including her twice-earned title of Hero of the Socialist Dominances.
On her shoulder, her pins indicated she held the rank of Captain.


“I have nothing to say to you.” Chakrani
said. “Leave and don’t come back.”


“I wanted to say that I am sorry.” Madiha
said. Her voice was faltering.


“You’re sorry?” Chakrani shouted. 


She pulled some of her curls off from over
her ears, as though she could not believe this and must have heard it wrong. “Sorry? You came to say you’re
just sorry?”


“Please, listen, what happened has haunted me
for a very long time–”


Chakrani reached out suddenly and with a
quick, dismissive gesture she shoved Madiha on her breast, overturning her
chair and throwing her on the ground.


“Poor miserable Madiha! I guess you’ll be
haunted and hungry. Go away or I’ll shove those
medals down your throat. I’m filing a complaint!” She shouted again, raising
her voice all the more, until it seemed like all of the Dominance would soon
hear her shout.


Madiha could not help it herself. She felt
angry and frustrated; she thought she deserved a change to speak. She wanted to
say everything she felt as gently as possible but her own anger conspired
against her, and the words she thought would be convincing to Chakrani, words
that might finally absolve Madiha of her sins, instead came out warped, twisted
into a petty whimpering. What she said was all too far from what she wanted.


“You cannot refuse service to military personnel!”
were the dreadful words.


Chakrani had been holding back tears; now she
wept.


She wept openly and loudly and without
hesitation.


Tears streaming down her anguished face
Chakrani raised her foot and delivered the sharpest, most hate-filled blow that
she could to Madiha’s stomach, as though she wanted the kick to push Madiha’s
innards out her mouth. Madiha stifled a cry.


Chakrani’s foot came down on her again and
again. She kicked her in the stomach, then swiped her in the hip, all the while
shouting, “Out, out, out! You monster!”


Feeling like she would die if she remained,
Madiha crawled away, to her knees and then to her feet, and she ran away from
the diner holding onto her bruised stomach. She wept and sobbed and whimpered,
while behind her Chakrani screamed even more, no longer able to say words. She
screamed and roared and made noise just to let out the anger, as though the
words might finish Madiha off as she retreated pitifully away.


Limping across the street, Madiha felt like
she would drop dead any second.










18th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030
D.C.E.


Adjar Dominance – Cissean (Nocht) Border


Lately the guards at the entrance to the Ox
army HQ building had grown used to unexpected visits. There were a lot of
strange cars coming and going from the base. This latest visitor shocked
them stiff and nervous, however. Helpless, they watched from
afar the mysterious arrival of a half-track truck painted
in the pattern of a KVW liaison. 


They knew the name and its significance very
well. 


Kivuli Jeshi A Watu – known as the
Shadow Army during the Revolution.


The vehicle drove around the
garrison and the depots at a leisurely pace. It circled the border defenses,
where abandoned anti-tank guns lay in slumber and barbed wire and tank traps
formed a rust red line between Ayvarta and the woodlands at the edge of Cissea.



On this ancient continent, Cissea was one of
two independent countries connected to but outside the Socialist Dominances of
Solstice, Ayvarta’s ruling government. Its border in the south was once sleepy
but now always guarded. In the span of a year it had become a border with the
Nocht Federation. That rendered it a much higher priority.


Paralyzed in their booth, the guards tailed
the vehicle with their eyes as much as they could. 


Soon its inspection took it uphill toward the
headquarters. 


When the half-track stopped at their gate,
the guards scarcely knew how to react. 


There was such disarray in the entry booth
that both the guards had even gone so far as to salute the car without their
hats or headgear and with their guns lying forgotten on the floor. Thankfully
for them, the arriving Inspector overlooked these details.


“You are being inspected by the KVW.” She
said. “I’m here to see Major Gowon.”


At the Inspector’s order the guards stepped
out. 


They pulled open the gates and stepped aside.
The half-track car inched up the cobblestone driveway and around the elaborate
statue fountain to the front entrance. 


Gowon’s resplendent new headquarters brought
to mind the bourgeois word Estate – this place was a massive ornate
building flanked by a circle of thick hedges, originally constructed decades
past as a capitalist villa. There was a thick scent of fresh paint about the
courtyard, and indeed the rich facade of the estate glistened in the sun. Branches
and fresh plant detritus lay under the hedge trees, suggesting a recent trim.


The Half-Track parked up on the concrete
street before a series of pearlescent steps leading to the rich entryway. Two
people dismounted from the vehicle. 


Most notably among them was the Inspector
General, a striking older woman, perhaps in her early forties, her tall black
body and dark curly hair in sharp contrast to the bright red and gold KVW
Officer uniform; the other agent seemed like a liaison or aide, a young woman,
skin a muted brown, wearing the common troops’ green jacket and pants. 


Madiha Nakar, the aide, seemed unassuming,
despite the medals and pins suggesting her rank and accomplishments. She had a
pen clipped over her neck-length, straight dark hair and she held a paper
pad in her hand, many pages of which had already been folded back and filled
with notes. Her expression was neutral and professional.


The Inspector approached the landing, and
Madiha approached always a step behind.


There was no established greeting party so
they dismounted to no acclaim.


The Inspector scoffed at the top of the
steps. There should have been a proper contact for them. Madiha wondered if
Gowon’s staff had elected not to relay their messages. 


A minute later the soldiers from the gate
recognized their folly and ran all the way from the gate and past the two
women, hurrying up to the door. They stood in front of the two arrivals and
saluted, this time with their hats on and their rifles across their chest. They
then ushered the new arrivals up the steps and took their places beside the
doorway.


“You are trying my patience.” The Inspector
said. 


Her voice was devoid of emotion, but still
menacing.


She tapped one of the soldiers on the nose
with a light wooden truncheon.


“Madiha, take note of these soldier’s names
and ranks. I will want to speak with them personally regarding the kind of
discipline that has been instilled in this garrison, and the kind of training
that they have been offered by their superiors.”


Madiha approached the guards with casual
indifference and pulled their tags up to get a good look at the names and ranks
etched upon them. The soldiers stayed frozen in their salute. In reality she
knew all too well what must have been crossing their minds as this happened.
They were only there to secure extra rations and get to shoot a gun. 


As a whole the military was being treated
like a game – it was not their fault that Adjar had been run ragged,
exploited by the unruly, rebellious command of Battlegroup Ox. 


It was not their decision to make or
influence, they could not right these wrongs, if they even understood them.
Something was rotten in these rebellious southern Dominances and it simply
swept along all the naive youth. They did not deserve punishment. 


She hoped they would receive none but she
could not be sure of that.


These were trying times and there was a lot
of friction.


“Yohannes Degbo, and Radama Malouf.” Madiha
said under her breath while writing down the names in clumsy strokes. The men
were so artificially stiff that their shaking looked all the more obvious. They
were terrified of her; she hated that.


She did not smile at them, but she did nod
her head thoughtfully at them once she had their names and ranks, and she hoped
this was taken for the sympathy that it was.


 Regardless, the men opened the richly carved
wooden door for them to reveal a grand entryway flanked with treasures of jade
and onyx and opal upon display pedestals. Captured from capitalists, ill-gotten
in some way, or merely original to the Estate? Madiha could not tell. She
struggled to show no expression in the face of such opulence.


Inspector Kimani looked very briefly
stricken with disgust. She narrowed her eyes.


Stray staff members passing the entryway took
notice of them, and quickly guided the Inspector and Madiha upstairs, and
through a hallway with a wonderful view of the countryside, the scope of its
defenses, and of the intermittent line of red made by the old barbed wire, gun
shields and tank traps. Madiha thought she could see a few people along the
defensive line now, like ants appraising the guns and pillboxes. 


Perhaps the half-track driving around had
momentarily awoken them.


Perhaps they just had lunch on the trenches
everyday, as if it was picnic scenery.


Gowon’s staff hung back while the Inspector
and Madiha ambled into a princely office, heavily decorated, its centerpiece a
desk made of exotic woods and painted glass.


Behind this desk sat Major Gowon, soaked
in sweat and developing a cough. He was a very tall, broad man – the half of him visible above his desk was
an ample display of his physical power even in uniform. And yet, he was struck
dumb and sick with horror, able to say or gesture nothing to acknowledge the
Inspector and Madiha in his Estate. 


He offered no seat to either of the
inspectors. 


They nonetheless sat before him, and the room
remained deathly quiet while the Inspector appraised the Major, giving him more
time to quiver. She drummed her black fingers on the desk, and turned her
red-ringed golden eyes from the Major to the golden dishes and ivory trinkets
hanging on his walls. Madiha took down a few idle notes.


Inspector Kimani was the first to break the
silence. 


“The Adjar Dominance is a valuable command,
Major. Nocht-controlled Cissea lies beyond the woods. I was dispatched by the
Military Council to insure this Dominance is above the standard of the rest, as
it must be. Yet, I appear to have found a garrison far below the standard of
even the sleepiest and most rural of the upper Dominances.”


Gowon choked suddenly. He started to cough
and hack with increasing harshness. He raised his hand and gestured for the
Inspector to give him a moment. He was forced to withdraw a fancy silver flask
from his desk drawer and suck down several drinks from it.


Once he regained his voice it was coarse and
frog-like.


“Perhaps we could discuss this in greater
detail without the Captain in the room?”


Madiha blinked. She moved to stand. Kimani
gestured for her to remain.


“She is my subordinate, Gowon. Since this is
an official action taken by the KVW to discipline the Territorial Army she
outranks you, whatever the bars on her shirt might say.”


There was a brief, vicious turn in the
Major’s disposition. His eyes wandered over her with a violence in them. Madiha
remained composed despite the fleeting scorn directed at her. Working in the
shadow of the Inspector she had learned to keep a strong front and in a way,
Kimani’s immense authority over ordinary enlisted personnel served to shield
her from the scorn of many older officers. She had been seated in several
meetings like this before, characterized by the desperation and terror of slack
officers. But those meetings had been about minor things: circulation of
subversive materials, or of failures to participate in patriotic programs.
Gowon was definitely worse than merely slack.


“I just thought we could speak more
comfortably one to one.” Gowon said.


Finally Inspector Kimani seemed finished with
tormenting Gowon. “Let us cut through to the heart of the matter. You have
allowed Adjar to fester. Your tanks all lay forgotten in depots; across
the defensive line your guns have been left ajar in seemingly random sectors
with little strategic forethought, and the men and women sleep away the days
without nearing their pillboxes. Static defenses have been rusted and crippled
by who knows how many seasons of rain, without a hint of repair. A week ago,
Military Council General Order 43 declared that the borders were to be
garrisoned through two twelve-hour rotations.”


“The Military Council’s General Orders are
just a suggestion; comrade, I must gently remind you the Territorial Army
answers to the Civil Council. I heard
about this recent tour the KVW was doing of the military bases but certainly I
didn’t think it was so pressing–”


Kimani interrupted him again, growing almost
visibly furious at his rebuttals.


“Where are your troops Gowon? What are they
doing? You won’t answer me but I have some ideas. Perhaps they working in your
family’s quarry a few kilometers away? Perhaps they have left their uniforms
behind to more easily travel where you need them for your black market. How do
you prioritize their labor nowadays? More theft? Less theft?”


Major Gowon spoke with a clumsy, shifting
pitch, like a weeping child screaming at a parent. He avoided Kimani’s eyes and
gesticulated with zeal. ”I gave up the quarries during the
nationalization! I am a member of the Council myself and I resent these
unwarranted and unverifiable accusations. I have had trouble with incompetent
subordinates and unmotivated troops! But I assure you, everything here is under
control!”


Kimani replied
with unconfined scorn. “Under
whose control? I have
traveled through your defenses, where you’ve let your troops fester in
barracks, receiving almost no training and performing no drills or defensive
rotations. I traveled through the city, where supplies earmarked for you
continue to flow, and yet where they end up I am not sure. I see no advancement
or improvement in this place. Except of course within the grounds of your
lovely estate. I love the smell of fresh paint; you surely have your priorities
in order.”


While Gowon further choked and shifted in his
chair, a young woman entered the room from the adjacent hall, holding a thick
folder full of documents in her hands. Encountering guests in the office, she
stood at the threshold and stared, seeming oblivious to what was happening.
Madiha thought the woman was probably a part of the intelligence or logistics
staff: she wore her strawberry-colored hair long and flowing, in a casual
fashion, and she wore a mid-length skirt with her military uniform instead
of the standard infantry pants.


Major Gowon gave her an impish look, and then
gestured the Inspector toward her.


“Look, here comes my incompetent Chief of
Staff now. Parinita, it appears your poor oversight has brought shame upon
Battlegroup Ox once again. Explain the rusty defenses and the missing supplies
to the Inspector, and to me for good measure, post-haste!”


Parinita’s eyes drew suddenly wide. 


Her light honey-brown face
flushed a bloody red. She stared at the Inspector in horror, several
times trying to defend herself but making only small sounds through quivering
lips.


 Madiha
felt her own heart burn. A fury built within her that was barely restrained.


She uttered the first words of a vicious
attack on Major Gowon for his craven cowardice, but she halted her assault
instantly when Kimani shot her a glare instead.


Madiha was paralyzed. Rarely did the
Inspector become infuriated with her.


Thankfully Kimani then turned her attention
to Gowon once again.


“You will not escape my wrath by throwing
your staff into the open jaws, Gowon. This mess is squarely on you. My
division, the 3rd KVW Motor Rifles Division, is inspecting all of the Dominance
as we speak for standards compliance. You know the punishment for military
incompetence, Gowon, and it is light, considering your sins; but how does
treason sound? That rusty barbed wire and sleeping garrison looks like treason,
and it is not the only treasonous thing. You have run wild since the demilitarization
policies, contrary to their stated intent – more corruption has bloomed under
them than ever before. But of course, you knew this. You were one of the
architects!”


“This is outrageous,” Gowon mumbled, his
tongue tying as he spoke, “Accusing me of treason? Of theft from the people?
Extreme; the KVW have become extremists!”


Parinita remained frozen still at the door,
and Gowon pulled on the neck of his uniform as though it were it that which
would bring him to death, and not the rifles of a KVW squad. 


Gowon was poised to continue, but a rattling
atop his desk gave him pause.


In the distance Madiha heard a rising
cacophony of harsh and recurring noise that startled Parinita. Gowon’s
secretary clung to the door frame as though she expected an earthquake. The
Major looked around in confusion. Suddenly a series of blasts boomed somewhere
far away, creeping closer and closer, as if sweeping across the landscape.



A picture fell from a weak hanger on the wall
and burst on the floor.


As the blasts abated the room grew silent for
a moment.


“What was that?” Kimani seized Major Gowon by
the neck of his shirt. “Is there anything else I need to be aware of Major?
Strip-mining? Clearing yourself grounds for a park using earmarked explosives?”



Madiha shifted her chair back from the
Inspector, nearly falling over and bewildered by the sudden fury.


Major Gowon cried and croaked. ”I don’t
know what is happening! Those sounded like shells falling!”


 


~ ~ ~


 


A strong wind made waves across the tall
grass. Stretched before him was a vast expanse of green field
and rolling woodland that separated Ayvarta from Cissea.  He sat with his
legs hanging over the gap at the edge of a defensive trench, on the second line
of border defenses. This trench was dug right on the first hump in a series of
little hills. These gentle slopes served as a good defensive position – at their crest there was enough flat land to
establish a long defensive line and a few barracks buildings. From this first
crest, a steeper hill lead to the true summit with the HQ building and the
divisional depots.


Even on this first and most minor
incline, he felt like he was high up over the earth. 


His mind was blank as he peered over the
empty border. 


At his back was his rifle, a 130 centimeter
length of wood and iron, fed by stripper clips that filled the pouches of his
garrison belt; in his hands was a can of watery curry, a disposable spoon and a
piece of round flatbread. He ate, and he felt at peace with the landscape. It
was almost like he wasn’t a soldier. Only a boy with a rifle and uniform.


He thought of nothing at the time, nothing
about the field, nothing about the trench.


For him, the border guard with Battlegroup Ox
was idle work – whereas before he had been merely idle. There was more to do,
but not for him. He was never assigned the special tasks given to others, where
they would go in trucks deeper into Adjar, and stay in the city for a few days,
before returning with a pocketful of paper money and clandestine purchases from
the markets. He did not drive a tank so he did not receive odd jobs hitching
heavy equipment to and fro, using the idle war machines as tractors for who
knows what.


Owing to the distance of the Adjar Dominance
from Solstice, he had never even seen a KVW political officer. Owing to the
peaceful relationship between the southern politicians and his commandant, he
did not even catch wind of anything suspicious.


He in fact knew little about politics, save
that the nation took good care of him.


He did not mind any of it. It was all for
others to worry about. 


After all he had joined the army just to get
away from things. This was more peace than he had ever had with his family back
in Shaila. He welcomed a blank mind, a cool spring wind and a full plate
of warm food.


Just as he started to doze off, he heard
multiple voices calling down to him.


“Hujambo, Adesh!”


“Hujambo!” He shouted back, raising his arm
lazily to greet his friends.


Two of Adesh’s squadmates approached the second
defensive line and sat with him, ration boxes in their hands. Nnenia sat to his
left, hastily removing her cap and quickly ripping open the ration box and
picking through its contents. Eshe sat to his right, extracting his food from
its box as delicately as he could, carefully cutting open the cans, trying to
get nothing on his spotless green uniform. They ate quietly together, staring
at the fields every so often. Though they sometimes traded ration contents,
this time they were satisfied with what they got. Like a single mind they ate
and spoke only in common gestures, nodding and smiling.


When they had picked their ration boxes clean
the trio lay back against the tank traps behind them.


Language returned to them, and it was almost
enough to make Adesh groan.


“You need to tie up your hair at least, if
you’re not gonna cut it.” Eshe said, taking stray tufts of Adesh’s hair in hand
to demonstrate how long it had gotten. Eshe was a devout soldier, with hair cut
to regulation and his uniform worn the precise way the handbook taught.


Adesh quietly pulled a length of cloth from a
pouch and tied his hair into a ponytail, and Eshe seemed pleased enough with
the result. Nnenia quietly played with her own hair, which was regulation
length, cut to a level just above the shoulder, but much messier and wavier
than Adesh’s.


“Why does it matter?” Nnenia said curtly,
staring at Eshe.


Eshe put his hands to his hips. “You’re
another one who should consider a cut.”


Adesh laughed. “You two remind me of my old
house.”


“Ouch.” Nnenia replied. “Sorry.”


“No, not in a bad way!” Adesh quickly
corrected.


They laughed. Slothfully the trio fell on
their backs, Adesh hand in hand with the others, staring up at the sky.


It was hot and sunny, but a strong breeze
kept the weather fairly kind to them.


“I heard the officers are considering putting
a film on today.” Nnenia said.


“What kind of film?” Eshe asked.


“I heard it is a new picture, made
specifically for the army.” Nnenia said.


“Probably a historical picture then, to teach
us something.”  Adesh said.


Nnenia nodded. “It is – I heard
that the film is a history of the Nocht Federation.”


“I heard the Princess fled to Nocht during
the revolution.” Adesh said. “That’s all I know about Nocht.”


“Royalty.” Eshe looked like he wanted to spit
in disgust. “The Princess even changed her name to something more Nocht-like
after. Mary Trueday I think. Did not stick by us at all. I bet she’s really
pampered over in Nocht, telling everyone some sob story about the communists
chasing her out.”


“She was a kid back then, even younger
than us,” Adesh said, “I wouldn’t judge her too harshly.”


“In any case, maybe the film will clear all
of this up for us.” Nnenia said.


Before they could grow any more comfortable,
a belligerent foot kicked heaps of dirt and dust from higher up the trench on
top of them. They bolted up to their feet and found an officer waylaying them,
and struggled to stand at attention while coughing sand through their noses and
wiping their burning eyes. The Officer was livid, and when he made his way to
them he seized Adesh by his jacket, with his eyes bloodshot and teeth bared.


“Did you not see the KVW liaison car that
passed, soldier? Did you dismiss its significance, or are you just completely
daft? Are you truly so devoid of wit that you can’t determine the proper
conduct during an inspection, soldier? Do you want your platoon to suffer
the consequences of your laying about, soldier?”


“No sir!” Adesh said, his voice trembling. “I
did not understand the significance sir!”


The Officer pushed him aside and off his
feet, nearly throwing him into the trench. “Then you are well and truly
incompetent, private! What is your name? What are all of your names? And what
made you think you could spend the day merrily laying on your backs while the
KVW’s eyes are on us?” He cast mad eyes around the group, Nnenia and Eshe
paralyzed before him, and Adesh shaking visibly as he stood anew from the
ground.


“We thought we were still clear and at ease,
sir!” Adesh said.


“You thought wrong, Private!” the officer
shouted, “Nobody is at ease during a KVW inspection, not you, not I, not even
the ghosts of your ancestors. I want all three of you dimwits’ full names,
right–”


A sound louder than his voice drowned out the
Officer’s words.


All across the line, the carnage played out
too quickly.


Adesh saw it coming first; he did not know
enough to identify the object but he was certain it would crash near them, and
that he he had no hope of avoiding it. There was no time even to call out in
alarm. Meters behind them a column of dust and a plume of smoke rose from the
ground amidst a deafening explosion; like dolls their bodies were thrown out in
the air. Adesh landed inside the trench, slamming his back hard against the
wooden support. Around him the whole world twisted and quaked, while thundering
blasts near and far kept him deafened and dumb. Across his head and spine he
felt intense, paralyzing pain.


He thought he heard a voice call out, ‘Artillery!’ in
the midst of the chaos.


He then thought he heard the voice scream in
pain.


Disoriented, he pulled himself blindly over
dirt and rock, up against the wooden frame of the trench and over its edge.
Grit and grime covered his eyes and he could hardly open them. When he did he
saw columns of dirt and smoke and dark, rolling clouds around him before the
grime and blood forced him blind anew.  He dimly heard a second round
of explosions and let himself drop back into the trench. They sounded far off
but he knew it was his rattled ears tricking him. He was in every way disoriented.


Nnenia and Eshe were still out there
somewhere.


With his arm up against it he pulled himself
along the wooden frame, following the trench. He felt each new blast as though
it had fallen atop him, heat and force sweeping over him deadly close. He crept
along the trench with his life in the balance.


Every so often his heart would skip a beat as
a shell hit.


For a moment he would pause as though he were
dead. 


Shaking, he would trudge on.


Behind him he felt the heat closer than ever,
and his whole body seized up. He felt flames trailing along him as though he
were caught in a path of coals. Something had blown inside the trench and he
screamed, feeling an indistinct agony all across his body. In a panic he pulled
himself forward faster, not knowing the condition of any specific part of
himself, until he hit a wall dividing the trenches. Adesh laid back against it
and with shaking hands he reached back to his feet, across his legs, around his
waist and chest.


It was all there. He breathed deep.


Mustering all of his strength, he pulled
himself up over the trench wall. He felt hard ground against his knees, and
forced himself upright and into a run over the hill. He heard other boots
trampling around him, and a distant voice shouting “Retreat up the hill, abandon the trenches.”
When he opened his eyes briefly there were people around him, also running and
leaping over the trenches and foxholes along the hill, and toward its crest.
They abandoned the defensive lines and rushed up this first climb. 


He could still hardly see and only stopped
when he ran into someone. 


He could not hear their voice at first, he
only felt himself in a person’s grip. 


A canteen was emptied over his face. The cold
water shocked him.


“You need to move from here. Can you
understand me? Are you injured?”


Adesh had made it to the first crest, past
the few broken-down pillboxes and sandbag redoubts that made up the final line
of defense before the barracks and warehouses, and before the second hill up to
the HQ. He stood stock still, his ears still ringing but his hearing slowly
returning. His whole body was shaking and he had some trouble breathing. In
front of him a medic assessed his condition and kept a hand on him to keep him
from falling. 


He snapped his fingers and spoke slowly to
Adesh, and cleaned his eyes so that he could see again. He applied a light
dressing to his forehead to stop the blood. 


Around him soldiers rushed to the hill he
abandoned and hastily established a battle line. Trucks towed guns into
position, and teams established machine guns and sniper posts. 


“I see them!” someone shouted, “soft-skin
vehicles, moving out onto the field!”


“Are you ok?” the medic said again.


“I’m fine,” Adesh stammered. “Where do I go?”


The medic nodded to him with relief in his
eyes. “Run uphill, back up the road, and join up with the reserve to get your
orders.” He said. He pointed out the main road uphill from the defensive line
at the first crest, leading closer to the headquarters. 


When Adesh started on his way the medic
rushed to the next nearest arriving soldier to continue his work. A woman had
arrived up the hill and nearly ran into a towing truck and fallen over. The
medic helped her out of the way of the defenders, and applied the same tests to
her, snapping his fingers, speaking slowly, and pouring water just like before.



There were more medics and more people
arriving every moment, and a disparity between those fighting and those out. He
felt like a ghost walking, light and strange, as though his feet could not
touch the ground. He heard the retort of guns, these ones deadly close, and he
flinched and nearly threw himself to the ground.


Then it dawned on him that those sounds
were his guns, their guns,
the guns of the Ayvartan people. People like Nnenia and Eshe. Nnenia and Eshe.


Adesh broke into a run for the nearest crowd
of people he could see along a branching road leading to the barracks buildings
and the little plazas between each, with a flagpole proudly displaying the
9-headed snakes, the Hydras, which symbolized the struggles of the revolution
and the freedom of the people, curled around a hammer and sickle.


He walked dazedly beneath the flag pole,
toward the crowd along the barracks.


“Adesh! It’s Adesh! He’s alive! Thank the
spirits!”


Adesh saw hands waving in front of him and in
an instant found himself embraced by Nnenia and Eshe, each one kissing one of
his cheeks and throwing their hands around him. They cried and pressed
themselves on him, shouting that they were worried and that the artillery had
struck for so long, and that there were this and that many dead and wounded. He
was so stunned that he cried with them, unable to express with words or
expressions the relief he felt. Only with muted tears. They were his alive; his
friends were alive.


At no point did Adesh consider that it was
not only himself, or his close friends, but his entire division, his entire
army, his entire country, that had come under attack. 


 


~ ~ ~


 


Madiha stood tense in front of the divisional
tank depots, waiting for Gowon’s orderlies to open the locked shutter doors.
They fumbled with their keys and Madiha could not blame them for their anxiety.
Behind the little crowd stood Inspector Kimani, wearing a face as though
sculpted from stone, never flinching even as the shells exploded in the distance
over the lower hill, even as they heard the cracking retorts from distant
rifles.


A battle, a real battle with an enemy
military force, was unfolding close by.


Within this cacophony the party at the depots
worked in silence, carrying out an inspection as though in a world that
was not yet at war. 


Madiha took up her pen and pad once again to
take note of the inventory, knowing exactly why the Inspector had insisted on
coming here.


Gowon also knew. He had turned as pale as a
Nochtish man. He was quivering in place.


Finally the door was unlocked. The orderlies
pulled up the shutter enough for Parinita and another man to crawl under, and
they pulled the door the rest of the way by a chain, and secured it. Inside the
depot were dozens of discrete aisles that should have been crowded with lines
of tanks, but instead they saw only shelves of spare parts and tools, pools of
oil, discarded old engine blocks and cannon housings. 


There was not a tank in sight.


“Where did you send them, Gowon?” Kimani
calmly asked.


“They are refitting,” he explained
desperately, “I sent them to Bada Aso for refitting.”


She pressed on. “You have contacts there who
work in machining, don’t you?”


Gowon paused, and then stamped the ground in
anger.


“I don’t have to suffer this from you
Kimani!” He shouted. “I don’t require you to lecture me on ethics and
disclosures, I don’t need you looking through all my family and friends! I’m a
high ranking member of the civil council and the head of this battlegroup! The
military council has no right to come here and–”


Before anyone could gasp or cry or even
conceive of what was happening, Kimani had already drawn her revolver and she
had already shot. 


Madiha did not flinch or move. 


At point blank range the heavy round from the
high caliber revolver overturned Gowon like a pillar, and burst open the back
of his head onto a nearby wall. Only once the streaks of gore had hit and drip
to the floor did anyone come to recognition. The orderlies tripped over their
own feet in shock and horror. Parinita screamed and covered her ears as though
she would go deaf from a noise that had already gone. Gowon was dead.


Madiha knew that Justice had been done in the
only way the situation would allow.


She took her pen and put it down neatly
and simply: On
the 18th of the Aster’s Gloom, Major Elijah Gowon was summarily executed
by KVW Inspector General Chinedu Kimani for
misuse of army materiel, misappropriation of the people’s funds, capitalistic
abuses, and incompetence in the face of the enemy. 


She paused after, contemplating what she had
written. Incompetence in the face of the enemy. Distantly behind her the guns
were still roaring. For the first time in years and years, a high-ranking
officer was executed in the midst of a battle. All of the implications of what
was happened, what had happened, seemed to fail to penetrate to Madiha.


“Madiha, we have no time to lose.” Kimani
said. “I’m putting you in command of Ox.”


“Yes ma’am.” Madiha said. Somehow the words
had not registered. 


She could not entirely grasp the concept of
what she doing. It was just another order from Kimani that she had to obey as
an agent of the KVW. She did not interrogate it.


Kimani continued. “Elements of my division
are scattered around Adjar. Some are close. I will contact them, and they will
help us evacuate. But you must keep the enemy back until then with whatever we
have here. I need time to clear out Gowon’s headquarters. We can’t have any
sensitive information falling into enemy hands. This is it, Madiha. It is what
we feared might happen. Do you understand?” Madiha nodded her head solemnly,
and Kimani nodded back. The Inspector turned her attention to Parinita, staring
dumbly still at Gowon’s corpse. “You, girl, brief Captain Nakar on Ox’s
disposition.”


Parinita blinked hard in confusion. Madiha
took her hand and pulled her along. Kimani rounded up the rest of the orderlies
and they parted ways. Kimani and the orderlies ran to the looming headquarters
building as fast as they could, but Madiha and Parinita walked, a world apart still. In command of Ox, she had said.
Madiha turned over in her head what this meant and what she was doing. In her
own strange way, she was broken by shock.


Together she and Parinita rushed all the way
down to the lower crest, overlooking the field and forest dividing them from
Cissea (Nocht),
where a semicircular battle line had formed to contain the enemy advance.
Anti-tank guns, long-barreled artillery guns and heavy machine guns had been
pushed to the edge of the crest, and stood just behind the old line of
abandoned pillboxes. Old concrete guard posts and hill edge barriers provided
cover from which they could shoot down to the field and the outskirts of the
forest. A skeleton crew held the line, men and women enough only to man the
guns and shoot down the hill if necessary – a force that might easily be displaced by
sustained attack. Thankfully there was a lull now in the fighting. There were
bodies of the enemy lying dead on the field.


“Parinita, is it? What is our disposition?”
Madiha asked.


Her words sounded distant to herself; she
could only imagine how much farther and more dream-like they must have been to
the secretary. Parinita stared at Madiha’s face blankly for a moment, their
eyes locked to each other, and then she began to speak, droning in the voice of
one still half lost in their own mind. “Ox is the Battlegroup size formation
responsible for the Adjar Dominance. Under the edicts of the civilian council
and the Demilitarization policy we are limited to no more than 100,000 standing
troops, 3000 guns, 2000 tanks, a limited officer corps, assorted staff and
logistical personnel and vehicles–”


Madiha seized her by the shoulders and stood
nose to nose with her.


“How much do we have within grasp and how
much out of it?” She said.


Parinita shivered, and she looked down at her
hands as though counting something with her fingers, but the fidgeting seemed
all to be an act. When she responded she was almost in tears. “I don’t know. A
division-sized group is supposed to hold this base – 10,000 troops, but not all of them are here,
many were given other jobs, or allowed unspecified leave or to enter a reserve
if they performed work that Major Gowon approved of.”


Madiha looked around herself, at the crowds
around the distant barracks buildings, at the crews at the hill. There were
probably no more than a thousand rifles, if that.


They had trucks and half-tracks scattered
around the base, many of which were now towing artillery guns to positions
behind the battle line. They had formed an impromptu line long enough to cover
the expected approaches toward the base, and dispersed enough that enemy
artillery could not destroy all their fighting positions– but there were still less than 30 guns
across the battle line, and of those almost all were direct fire guns. 


There were a few machine gunners scattered
around with a stock of ammo and a gunner beside each. From her vantage she
could see only a few mortars in support.


And beyond that there were no armored
vehicles at hand – even if
there were, they were likely to be Goblin tanks, too lightly armed and armored
to make any difference.


Madiha felt herself coming close to shaking
and had to steel herself from it. Washing over her like ice-cold water was the
realization that she was in charge now of an army that was not here, where she
needed it. She slowly let go of Parinita, and approached the guns.


“Who commands here?” Madiha shouted,
approaching the nearest fighting position.


A tall young man, bronze as a statue, looked
back at her from one of the 76mm guns, leaving the protection of its gun shield
to run back to her in a half crouch. He saw the Hydra-headed KVW insignia on
her uniform and straightened himself out, saluting her with a sudden grim
composure. “I’m Lieutenant Purana, ma’am. Junior Lieutenant, actually. We’ve
gotten, umm, mixed up, you could say. I’m not supposed to be in command
of the defense but I rallied the people in my barracks to man this position and
a few others along the battle line here. We have managed to repel some of the
enemy, ma’am.”


“A notably good idea within this chaos. What
is happening?” Madiha asked.


“From what I understand at around–” He paused, and seemed to wrack his brain.


“You needn’t develop a timeline for me.”
Madiha pressed.


“Yes ma’am.” He looked relieved. “Enemy
forces targeted the border defenses with artillery fire; they must have thought
it was manned, but in reality there was almost no one there in the trenches and
pillboxes. Just some poor trainees and privates having their lunch in the sun!
Then it was all thrown into confusion, we had little training on how to handle
this, and we expected Major Gowon or some of his staff to come, but nobody did.
Our barracks was near one of the truck depots, so when we heard the blasts,
some of us went out there, and we came back, and organized bringing guns to the
hill with our trucks and manning them, since the ones already positioned here
were rusted and useless. We developed this position, and it is haphazard, but
we are doing our best, ma’am.”


Madiha nodded. They had done a good job. 


“How many comrades do you have in position
now?”


“On the line? About a hundred of us. Across
the base? Can’t really say. My barracks held about,” he looked at his fingers,
counting in his mind perhaps, “two hundred, and we split up the work. People were
always coming and going ma’am, so I don’t know for sure.”


“I commend you.” Madiha said. She fixed her
eyes on him so that he would understand the seriousness with which she spoke.
“You have done quite well. I will make sure you no longer occupy a junior position if we survive. However,
I am now taking command.”


“I have no complaints ma’am, but,” He
scratched his hair, and sighed audibly, “We were trained to say to KVW that our
forces are part of the civilian volunteer army and cannot be commanded by the Military
Council. I am relieved to see real army here.” He paused, and Madiha could not
help but feel a little disturbed that he considered her the
‘real army’ and not himself. What did he think he was? She could hardly believe
what sort of politics was at work here.


“Then you have said it, but the facts remain
unchanged. I’m Captain Nakar, KVW Civilian Liaison.”


“Well, you do occupy a space between the two
councils, so that works for me. Just, you know, if any of the Civil Council
folks object, I’m going to have to say that you coerced me, to preserve my
rank.”


Madiha wanted to scream at him, but instead
nodded her head in silence and walked past him, out to the edge of the gun
line, to see things more closely for herself.


She looked down off the crest of the hill.
Most of the trenches in the slope below her had been reduced to splinters and
chunks of concrete, and to mounds of upturned dirt, pockmarked with dozens of
craters. Despite this she believed that it had not been a fierce shelling. It
had been sustained, but the impacts had been small and far apart and did not
deliver as much power as they could. It was a hasty and poorly planned attack.


Madiha tapped a woman behind one of the guns
on the shoulder and silently demanded her binoculars, which the woman quickly
and clumsily gave up. Madiha raised them to her eyes and peered beyond the
trenches, to the field dividing Ayvartar and Cissea in this sector.


She saw unmoving bodies in the grass and the
woods.


She also saw a couple of flatbed cars and
trucks, abandoned across the field. Some were truly wrecked, others merely
pockmarked with bullets. A few still burned brightly.


“What happened out there? I assume those are
enemy dead?”


“After the artillery, some soft vehicles and
foot soldiers charged in to attack us.” Lt. Purana said. “Motorized assault
troops I suppose. They ran into all of the traps we laid in the field. Ran into
a decade’s old minefield, fell into ditches, sunk in mud-holes. It bought us
some more time. We grouped up and opened fire from here before they could bring
up their engineers, and they turned tail and ran back again – a lot of
them across more traps.”


“So in all, their first artillery attack and
the charge after that were wasted.”


“Yes ma’am. I don’t know whether they
overestimated or underestimated us. I think it might’ve been some combination
of the two – they crush our unused trench, but run over
mines? Makes no sense to me, but I’m not gonna second-guess our good fortune.”


Madiha looked again. She focused on the
bodies in the grass, the men (for the Nocht army never allowed women into
battle) sent to charge the minefield. They were thick with blood and their own
gore but she knew something about them was off. She wondered, primarily, what
the color of their uniforms would have been before they died, and became soaked
red and brown in the blood and muck. Madiha suspected they were not Nochtish.


“Those could be Cisseans.” Madiha said. “I
believe deployed Cissean forces to launch the initial attack and then to absorb
our fire. This would explain the situation.”


“Ancestors defend,” Lt. Purana said, “So the
actual Nocht forces may be–”


“Biding their time. Perhaps organizing their
armor to assail us. That means we still have time – but that the worst is yet
to come. What is the disposition of our other forces? You say that these people
here are just your own barracks-mates? Where are the others?”


“Everyone is in a sorry state right now
ma’am, I’m very sorry. I’m not entirely sure. I think some of the other
officers in the division were organizing for a counterattack?”


“That would be ridiculous right now.” Madiha
said. She turned her head. “Parinita!”


Behind her, Parinita seemed like she would
fly off the ground in fear when called. She had been standing back from the
line and observing bashfully. She nodded her head in acknowledgment when Madiha
called, and stood in attention as the Captain spoke.


“Spread the word around the base. I am in
command.” Madiha said. She began to gesticulate alongside her orders, pointing
out the positions and weapons she was referencing as she spoke. “Major Gowon
has been removed by the KVW for incompetence. We are in a state of emergency.
Half the troops will organize to defend this hill, the others will rush into
the HQ and help Kimani evacuate materiel and destroy intelligence that could
fall into enemy hands. I want all 122mm and 152mm guns we can muster formed
into a support battery under my command. I want all 45mm and smaller anti-tank
guns in ambush positions at the rear echelon, protecting the artillery batteries.
All 76mm guns and available machine guns must be brought forward and organized
across this line on a wide front. Each fighting position at least 5 meters
apart from the other. Did you get all that?”


Parinita looked dumbstruck by the orders at
first, but then she nodded quickly and saluted, standing stiff and tall with
her chest stuck out. Was she trying to make up for earlier? “Yes ma’am, Captain
Nakar! I have a good memory,” she said, stuttering her words. “I will muster
everyone, Captain, ma’am,” she added in a loud, strained voice. 


She then took off to spread the word, as
instructed. 


Madiha spotted her stopping in front of a
medic for a few minutes, and then taking off for the barracks. The Medic, too,
ran in a different direction, alerting others along his way.


Everything seemed to be moving now. Madiha
sighed with relief.


“Did you get that as well?” She
asked the forces around her.


Behind each anti-tank gun and the few machine
guns, there was a concerted nodding. 


~ ~ ~


 


Parinita’s heart was racing as fast as her
feet.


She ran farther uphill, climbing a gentle
slope from the first crest and up to the next closest barracks that she could
spot. It seemed empty – so she ran further up to the next one. She
reasoned then that the first barracks from the crest of the hill was the one
she saw deployed to the battle line. Her legs quickly felt sore from the
effort.


Her mind raced too.


Everything around her was at once collapsing
but finally falling into place as well. All of the cryptic things she had been
told, all of the expectations that she had tried hard to forget. It was all
catching up to her again. She and Madiha both had to survive this. She had seen
the omens in Madiha’s eyes. She thought she would never see those eyes;
and that she would never see them facing death. Those eyes were at once so
alien but so familiar.


She had been taught to find those sorrowful
eyes. 


Like in the old legends, that was her
long-forgotten fate. This was not just fancy or imagination. Seeing the fire in
those eyes told her it was real; everything had been real.


She had work to do.


A series of barracks spaces were scattered
all around the base with their own depots. A network of roads ringing Gowon’s
base connected them. It had all been terribly haphazard and had never been
corrected – the outpost was ancient, and they had built
over it and built over it for generations. Some of the buildings standing here
were built before the revolution. Some had been laid before anyone even
considered revolution.


Parinita was a Staff Secretary or Chief of
Staff for the Battlegroup, a rank created by the Civil Council to help
civilians find palatable military work, without feeling tied down to combat and
danger, and to help the main army become a more civilian enterprise.


She had received a bare minimum of training,
and she could run a good mile.


At the second barracks, she was out of
breath, her legs hurt, and her throat and chest felt raw and overworked; but
she had run for ten minutes up the slope without stopping. A crowd was
gathering outside the buildings and a crate full of rifles and clips was being
parceled out. Parinita shambled toward an officer and bent double, gasping for
breath.


“Staff Secretary?” asked the female officer.
“Where is Major Gowon?”


“Relieved of command.” Parinita said simply.
“Our new commander due to the emergency situation will be Captain Madiha Nakar
of the KVW. Before you ask, I support the KVW’s decision, and without them, we
will not survive this day. We will cooperate.”


The officer quieted for a moment, thinking,
and then said, “Nakar? I feel like I have heard that name. I trust you,
Maharani; what does Captain Nakar wish for us to do?”


“She has specific orders we must carry out
before the enemy musters again.”


Parinita relayed the orders quickly, and
added an additional order that she felt would improve the situation – she asked for radios to be distributed to
key personnel.


On her orders the soldiers took several radio
boxes out of storage, and completed the set with the additional emergency radio
from a barracks lockbox, setting the latter outside the barracks for Parinita.
She sent a private from the crowd to deliver some radios to Madiha’s line, and
sent others with similar deliveries to the artillery battery being organized in
the rear, and a last box to be taken to the headquarters building. Runners were
sent to the other barracks to get everyone to distribute their own radios as
quickly as possible across their own officers and their own parts of the
defensive line – this would allow for the transmitting of
orders at a far faster rate than Parinita running across the base.


Soon she had Madiha and the officers on the
radio, while a few troops waited for orders around them, and the rest ferried
crates of rifles and ammunition or helped push guns into place. Everyone as
moving and there was direction and order returning to the base.


“This was a perfect idea, Parinita.” Madiha
said, her voice crackling over the radio speaker, a small box that was raised
to one’s ear to hear the speaker on the other end. “We have begun to see
surreptitious enemy movements along the front, and smoke from the forest. Enemy
armor will be moving in soon. We need to form that artillery battery and
retaliate soon. It is our only chance against the forces they deployed. Our
goal is merely to hold out until Inspector Kimani deems it safe to abandon this
position and evacuate.”


“Yes ma’am.” Parinita said, trying to sound
enthusiastic.


“How are things moving along around you?”


Across the road Parinita saw the trucks
advancing at a more expeditious rate.


“They are moving, Captain.” Parinita said.


“Has anyone heard from Kimani yet? How long
until they clear the HQ?”


“One moment.” Parinita said. She turned the
dial on the big metal radio box, switching from Madiha’s channel to those of
the runner’s box she sent to the headquarters. “This is the Staff Secretary,
what is the status of the HQ?” She issued her requests and there was a moment
of silence and a bit of crackling noise, before a voice replied to her,
sounding rushed and stressed. Parinita listened to the HQ units, barely able to
parse their shouting over the poor quality of the audio and the heavy stress
that was evident in their voice. 


She nodded to herself and reported back to
Madiha. “It will take time.”


“Then we must make a concerted effort to
hold.” Madiha said.


Parinita stepped away from the radio, ceding
the speaker to an officer. No sooner had she given the speaker away that she
saw a cloud of dust and smoke suddenly rise from the direction of the defensive
line. She took the speaker box and put it to her ear again.


“Captain, are you alright, is that–?”


Successive explosions roared across the
defensive line, throwing up fire and debris.


Madiha replied in a rush. “Artillery attack;
is the counter battery ready?”


Parinita snatched a pair of binoculars from
the dumbfounded officer at her side and peered out across the road, where a
group of 152mm howitzers – long-barreled cannons with wider tubes that
bore heavy rounds and fired overhead at an angle – were setting up behind a building for cover
against the enemy’s own guns. They established themselves and Parinita called
them quickly on the radio. She then switched back to Madiha.


“They’re ready Captain, awaiting firing
information. Contact them directly.”


Moments later Parinita looked back to the
battery with her binoculars as they adjusted their elevation, turned the gun
further to their right, and opened fire. With those bellowing retorts, Ayvarta
had begun to fight back, their own artillery likely causing the first Nocht
casualties of what she believed would become a long, bloody war. In a sense,
all of this had been made known to her long ago – she had only forgotten, when she was a child
and wanted to get away, until those eyes told her again. She clasped her hands
and prayed while the soldiers scrambled around her. She prayed for Madiha to
survive everything. 


 


~ ~ ~


Madiha hid behind the rubble of one of
the concrete guard posts near the defensive line. It had been shattered
instantly by a direct hit from an enemy shell moments ago. Unlike the scattered
artillery in the first attack, this one was more spirited, with shells falling
consistently and by the dozen, but the majority of the blasts simply pitted the
hillside. Despite its power Nochtish artillery had a deficiency in range
when compared to Ayvartan cannons: Madiha knew she could pinpoint and destroy
the artillery positions given a little more time, a battery of her own, and of
course, that she survived the barrage.


Around her the machine gunners and
cannon operators hunkered down and prayed. There was little protection from the
artillery fire sporadically hitting the line save for its inaccuracy. Already a
cannon was in pieces thirty meters from Madiha’s impromptu redoubt, and she saw
bodies cooked around it. A shell had fallen on top of them.


But those deaths were not without
their value – she thought she knew now where the enemy’s artillery batteries
were located and she was almost ready to counter.


All she needed was for her own
batteries to pick up their pace and follow her instructions.


Far behind her another shell landed,
and she felt a wave of heat and bits of flying dust.


Another guard post crumbled under the
blast.


Madiha pulled out her compass, and
held the radio speaker box to her ear, calling the gunners.


“Ready for coordinates, ma’am!” They
replied.


“Load High Explosive rounds and
follow my directions, then fire with all available guns.” Madiha said. She then
gave them the coordinates that she had thought up, using known map sectors; she
put down the radio and looked out toward her own defensive line.


All of her crews were still cowering.


“Enemy forces are firing explosive
shells aimed at destroying the pillboxes, edge barriers and guard posts,” she
shouted out to her crews, “they are inaccurate and you will not be killed
except by a direct hit on your position! Slowly and calmly relocate yourself
and your weapons away from the concrete barriers! Crouch low to the ground and
keep as still as possible while fighting. Maintain a distance of 5 meters or
more from other friendly positions. This will prevent multiple crews from being
hit at once! Nochtish guns have lower accuracy and range than our own. You can
survive this day if you follow my orders!”


As she shouted this several more
shells fell around the line, most of them many meters away on the slope below
them, tearing out chunks of the earth and smashing concrete pillboxes flat. One
lucky shell landed a few meters in front of her, but the rubble between her and
the blast shielded her from the heat and from the shell fragments. She peeked
out after the blast and found an unoccupied pillbox smashed to pieces a few
meters away.


Nocht was attacking the fortifications
still – they must really have thought them all manned. This was a preparatory
bombardment. They still had time to prepare!


Then Madiha finally heard the retort
of an artillery battery close by: her own artillery guns had begun to fire
using the solutions she had given them. She saw the red tracers briefly in the
sky. Explosions rocked the forest a few kilometers out. 


She had gotten a good bead on the
enemy after observing their fire.


Almost a supernaturally good bead –
she had never considered herself good at math or even terribly well educated in
it at all, but she could tell almost everything about a gun and its fire by
observing the situation enough. She knew her fire was accurate.


Her own batteries continued to work,
dropping shells across the field into the forest. At first the enemy guns
sounded and more shells started to crash around her position and several meters
behind her cover. But the enemy’s fire started to slacken under the attack of
her guns, until the Nochtish artillery quieted completely. Madiha hoped they
had lost cannons or crew, and that they weren’t merely repositioning
themselves.


Madiha raised her binoculars to her
eyes and looked across the field, watching the edge of the forest and the tall,
unkempt grass between the borders for signs of the enemy. 


With her free hand she pulled up her
radio and called Sergeant Bogana on the extreme end of the defensive line from
her own position. The hillside was long enough that she could not verbally call
from her end, the rightmost end, to the leftmost portion of the line – Sergeant
Bogana had been one of Purana’s experienced men, and she had sent him to the
other end with a hand-held radio in order to coordinate their defense of the
line.


“I have lost a gun. How fares your
side of the line, Lieutenant?” Madiha said.


“We lost a 76mm anti-tank gun, but
we’re fine. We’ve got a half-dozen anti-tank guns and a couple of machine
guns over here – but the troops have had very little training with them, I’m
afraid. We’ll do our best to stop any attacks, commander.”


“Put it into perspective for me: how
little training?”


“The Regional Council reduced the training
times so much that I’ve barely been able to get two live fire exercises going
in two months.” replied Bogana. “They know the basics of how to aim, load and
shoot but they’ve hardly had time to practice in the field ma’am.”


“Grave, but not insurmountable as long
as someone with experience can command them. Keep them together, Lieutenant. We
can survive the day.”


Across the field the grass and shrubs,
and the trees on the edge of the wood, began to sway and shake from some
disturbance. Madiha focused her binoculars. She saw trees collapsing in the
forest and earth being thrown up, and then she saw the black and grey exhaust
blowing from the green woodland. She called out to the line for attention.


Grey steel hulks cleared the tree line
and advanced across the field and toward the slope. These were Nocht M3 Hunter Assault Guns:
boxy, rattling machines each mounting a somewhat short-barreled but still
powerful 75mm cannon. While the placement of the cannon was unfortunate – it
was stuck on one side of the chassis with limited traverse in any direction –
the vehicle was well armored and had a low profile, lacking any semblance of a
turret. It was also relatively quick on its tracks for an armored vehicle.


The armor advanced quickly in a tight
formation, trampling the field, rolling harmlessly over the pits and the mines
and the hidden barbed wire that had slowed and destroyed numerous light
vehicles and infantry. They were charging the hill directly.


Madiha shouted, first to the line and
then into the radio for the rest of the troops who were not within earshot, “Armor
incoming! All guns to
attention, begin loading armor-piercing high-explosive rounds and fire once the
tanks come within 1000 meters of you! Aim for the sides of the tank or for the
tracks! Avoid shooting directly at the front!”


As she shouted this the lead tank
raised its gun and paused its march for a moment in order to fire a shot – a
high explosive shell erupted from the gun and hurtled just past Madiha’s hiding
spot and leveled a checkpoint building, casting debris over her gun line.


“Open fire!” She called out. In
succession and all across the line her own guns sounded.


She heard the rhythmic cracking of the
guns and saw her own shells suddenly flying the length of the field. Shells
overflew the hill and crashed into the forest; they smote holes into the ground
around the advancing tanks; several poorly angled shots crashed uselessly
against the front and side armor of the vehicles, deflecting into the air.


Madiha counted eight tanks spread across
the front, and their own fire soon joined hers in earnest. Their cannons had
poor traverse, but more than enough to make up the quickly shrinking range,
closing in under five hundred meters and firing their cruel shots in
well-planned arcs. Enemy fire bounded off the side of hill, smashing against
the crest, or roared overhead, taking chunks out of the road or the nearby
buildings, showering the line with flying metal fragments and casting aside
defenses in bursts of explosive force.


A series of explosions close and afar
took Madiha’s senses. 


She was neither hit nor even injured,
but a gun near to her had gone up in smoke and flames, and she knew its crew to
be dead or dying; and in that instant she also knew that an M3 had been
penetrated and destroyed. She saw it go up in flames amid the grass.


This triggered something in her.
Inside the cacophony of battle she felt her mind growing dull and her spirit
seemed to leave her body as she realized who scored the kill.


For a strange moment, she saw through
the eyes of Adesh Gurunath.


 


~ ~ ~


 


A shell landed five meters away. It
hit the gun shield on a nearby cannon dead on and exploded, flinging the crew
like pieces off an upturned game board. Nothing of the cannon or mount
remained, all of it scattered to the air. Adesh felt the fragments of metal
like hot needles falling all around him. They bit into his uniform and cut his
cheek and neck. 


He had wanted to weep, to crumple and
beg for his life to some unseen force– 


But in the same instant he grit his
teeth and through hot tears he braced himself against his 76mm anti-tank gun.
Lifting it by two long, metal carriage rods, he turned the piece along its side
until the barrel of the gun pointed ahead of the advancing target. 


He grew suddenly numb to the pain and
fear.


Something was burning in him,
something urged him forward.


He felt like crying, and he cried; but
he also felt protected and led. Inspired.


“200 meters and closing in!” Adesh
cried out, “Load AP!”


Nnenia adjusted the gun sight quickly
while Eshe heaved the weighty armor-piercing shell and loaded it into the
breech. Adesh and Nnenia readjusted the gun by lifting and swinging around its
carriage again and again – the enemy tank kept moving. 


Working as one they dropped the gun,
and Eshe pulled the firing mechanism.


There was a thundering of metal and a
kick back as the shell erupted from the gun and soared downhill, across
hundreds of meters of the field, crashing directly through the side of the M3
assault gun. Penetrating the weaker side armor it detonated inside the hull;
smoke blew from the crippled machine, and it later exploded in earnest, perhaps
from abuse to its engine or to its ammunition compartment. The blast was loud
enough to drown out the screaming of the enemy tanks’ own guns and the
intermittent explosions across the defensive line, as if to declare the
Ayvartan victory louder than that of the enemy.


Adesh, Nnenia and Eshe did not notice
the explosion – by then they were readjusting their gun for the next shot as
the assault guns drew into ever closer range, soon to be upon them if something
was not done. They worked rapidly, with precision and confidence unknown to
them before this crisis. Until today their training hours had been minimal.


All of them could feel it, something
pulling at them, twisting their emotions, keeping them standing. They felt
oddly familiar with war. Through the burning tears, their vision was clear;
through the pain and exhaustion and nausea their bodies still moved. Adesh felt
like he would collapse any second, like he had already passed the border
between life and death in all but the action of dropping down. But his body did
not quit him – he felt as though his soul, something
indeterminate within, fought on, where he had given up.


The team turned the weapon, targeting
the lead tank – Adesh felt a growing confidence in his knowledge of the gun. He
felt like he had the blueprint right in his mind.


“300 meters!” He said with unnatural
precision, “Load AP!”


Their gun was stationed on the far
right of the line, and they had lost many comrades; from more populated sectors
a renewed barrage began to cover for the missing fire from Adesh’s fallen
allies. A tank that was fast approaching Adesh’s position was hit in the side
of its gun mantlet, caving-in the steel and paralyzing the machine with a
smoking wound to its head. They were whittling them down. Nnenia helped Eshe
haul the next round, and Adesh fired it – they lacked crew discipline,
switching roles constantly, but nonetheless their next shot burst through the
tracks of one of the tanks causing it to lose control. Where it finally
stopped, its fixed gun faced harmlessly away from the defensive line.


One by one the remaining assault guns
began to fall, shells smashing tracks, striking cannon housings and warping the
riveted armor, exploding in front of portholes and stunning crews. Smoke rose
from the wrecks, and men escaped the hatches and were cut down by machine guns
that rained fire on the grass without remorse.


“200 meters!” Adesh shouted
again, “Load AP!”


Everyone loaded, aimed and took fire
once again, sending a red tracer shell flying out, but the shock from their
cannon was subsumed into a greater, sudden disturbance.


Their feet shook, the chains and
sights on their gun rattled loudly; a blast several magnitudes larger than
anything they could launch drowned out the entire battlefield. 


Behind them a thick column of smoke
rose around the headquarters building, fires raging behind the cloud. There
were several detonations each louder than the next, followed by the pounding of
rubble on concrete as the building completely collapsed and fell over the
hedges. Flames danced within the cloud of dust and smoke at the top of the
hill.


There was little time to take in the
astonishing magnitude of the HQ’s demolition – the silence along the line
lasted only a moment after the collapse, before they heard renewed cries and
roaring engines from across the field. Dozens of gray uniformed riflemen and
several additional assault guns charged toward the field, treading the safe
routes cut through the traps by the first armored spearhead. Adesh and crew
huddled behind their gun shield as the approaching riflemen took quick shots
between their charges.


Adesh felt the strange fire in him
going out.


He began to shake, weary and unused to
battle. 


Though he reached in his mind for that
experience he had before, it slowly left him.


“900 meters,” he mumbled, stammering,
his voice failing him, “load High-Explosive.”


Nnenia tried to lift the gun to move
its barrel back in line with the approaching riflemen, but she hardly could.
Eshe reached down into a big sack, and tugged on a heavy explosive shell,
trying to lift it into the breech. “Adesh, help me with this,” Eshe cried, his
hands and knees shaking, “I can barely move it, I’m sorry, I feel dizzy.”


Adesh’s thoughts grew more alien and
distant. He could barely hear or speak anymore.


His guardian spirit had awoken and
left him and he did not know.


 


~ ~ ~


 


“Captain? Captain, are you hurt?”


Madiha heard a sharp cracking noise
deadly close to her, and jolted back to life, shaking as though experiencing a
convulsion.


She looked in every direction, a
sudden and nauseating panic overtaking her. Her eyes had not been her own and
they still weren’t.


She heard Parinita’s voice, but in
front of her she saw only carnage of ages past. A warlord in the savannah
guiding his spearmen to battle against another tribe; a shaman, in a straw hut
on a journey to the spirit world, seeing and tasting the war that his tribe was
waging; a soldier in the pre-modern age, when Ayvarta first fought Lubon, who
knew exactly how far every bit of his inaccurate grapeshot would go; and his
subordinates below the ramparts, whose minds he manipulated to make them
fiercer, to keep them from buckling as they charged out to the field, a
vanguard sure to die against the line of muskets braced against them; and a
little girl at the end of the Empire whose cursed eyes coordinated revolution
across all of Ayvarta, as the socialist Hydra plan was put
into place–


She grabbed hold of her head, grit her
teeth and screamed.


“Captain!”


Her vision slowly cleared, and the
pounding in her brains slowly subsided. 


She was shaken violently out of her
stupor when a high-explosive shell flew overhead and crashed several meters
behind them, punching a hole into the road out to the headquarters building –
of which nothing was left but a pillar of smoke.


Parinita huddled close to her, behind
the rubble; after the shell struck, she rose from cover and put a round from an
anti-tank rifle down the field, braced against the rocks. She cursed under her
breath and dove behind cover again, working the bolt on the rifle.


“Captain, are you injured? I’ve been
trying to cover you with this BKV,” she ran her hands along the BKV-28
anti-tank rifle, loading a round in frustration, “but I can’t stop them! And I
think the Inspector is done with the demolition but I can’t get a hold of her!”


Madiha silently took the rifle from
her hands and inspected it briefly. She peeked from her cover and looked out to
the field, where the Nocht soldiers had begun a new charge. Many riflemen ran
across the open field, only to step into mines or fall under the withering fire
of the defensive line’s few remaining machine guns. The bodies were already
piling. More successful were the men huddling behind a renewed assault gun
charge, advancing on the line in the same route that the earlier, now broken
spearhead had tread. They were around 500 meters in – and closing. At around
100 meters it would be their victory.


“Parinita, radio in a howitzer barrage
on the field after I take this shot.” Madiha said.


Parinita nodded and took the radio
from Madiha.


“Captain, you’re bleeding.” She said,
in a stammering voice.


Madiha felt it then, a slick sensation
across her upper lip and under her nose. She wiped her face with her hands, and
found that her nose was bleeding. She felt no pain, no injury. “We will lament
the lost fluid soon enough.” She said. “Be ready with that radio.”


Using the BKV’s bipod she braced the
gun on the rubble and faced the lead tank in the new formation. There were no
enhanced optics on the rifle, only fixed iron sights, a major failing of the
BKV that was scarcely ever corrected – but Madiha knew just where to shoot. She
had known it the second she touched the BKV, the instant she braced it on the
rocks and looked down the irons toward the advancing armor. She pulled the
trigger.


BKV rifles were long and clunky and
made a lot of noise, but their shots went fast and they could cover this range
easily. Madiha saw the effects of her attack almost instantly. The round
pierced one of the road wheels, knocking it clean off the tank. 


She reloaded quickly and fired again,
this time through the track, splitting it.


The lead tank lost control and veered
to its right, slamming into an adjacent vehicle.


Nocht’s spearhead slowed as the
infantry following behind the knocked-out tanks had to scramble to find new
cover, all the while the machine guns and AT guns on the hill took the
opportunity to hone in on them and inflict more accurate fire. Parinita called
in the fire mission, and Madiha was impressed by the thorough coordinates she
gave.


Madiha heard the howitzers shooting
from behind their lines and saw the shells fall around the infantry and assault
guns. A hit across the lightly armored tops of the assault guns might have
struck the engines dead-on and killed the machines immediately, but she could
not hope for such accuracy – carnage was the more immediate goal.


Carnage, she got: the entire field went
up in smoke and flames after the first few shells.


Madiha was taken aback by the ferocity
of the blasts, a series of explosions all across the borderline from the field
to the forest. They coincided with her fire mission, but her guns could not
possibly have done this. There were massive explosions, like several dynamite
charges going off at once, blasting the whole field between Ayvarta and Cissea;
men butchered, turned to pieces instantly from underfoot; massive steel chunks
from the assault guns flying through the air; deafening blasts and blinding
flames swallowing the foot of the hill. It was as if hell itself had opened
beneath the enemy, digging its demons a burning trench. Columns of fire
streaked across the field. It was a horrific show.


“What was that?” Parinita cried, but
Madiha only knew this from reading her lips. 


The moment her mouth opened another
blast went off and silenced them both. 


Madiha raised the radio to her mouth
and shouted herself hoarse, calling for a retreat from the front line. She
picked up the BKV, took Parinita’s hand and made for the burnt-out guard post a
few meters behind her. Ahead she saw trucks coming down the road, led by a KVW
half-track, and she ordered everyone to run for the safety of the trucks and
prepare to evacuate. Then she heard someone behind her calling through a sudden
silence.


“Captain Nakar, please wait!”


Madiha found a figure hailing her and
moving in from the line of pillboxes, carrying a shovel and a green metal case.
She stopped, and bid Parinita to stop as well. The figure was a familiar KVW
engineer, dressed in the green KVW rifle squadron uniform but with a shawl and
utility belt indicating engineer status. When she caught up with them, the
engineer had a stony expression, and her breathing and demeanor was eerily calm
– she was not stressed at all by the explosions. Her long wavy black hair was a
little tossed about, and her brown skin was going slightly gray with exposure
to ash and smoke.


“Captain,” the KVW engineer saluted,
and then tonelessly continued, “At the order of Inspector Kimani I triggered
all of the explosives that had been hidden under the field as Last Resort
measures, via cable charges – I apologize that it was not done more promptly,
but I found it difficult to dig up the old fuses, and Gowon’s staff was of
little help in finding them. We also demolished the headquarters to prevent it
falling to the enemy.”


That explained the explosions; the
engineer had detonated the entire field under Nocht’s feet. It was not Madiha’s
work. She had been saved at the last minute here.


“Good work, Sergeant Agni,” Madiha
said, trying to keep a strong front despite her bewilderment with the events
transpiring, “I take it then that the 3rd Motorized Division has arrived to
cover the evacuation then. Are we ready to depart now?”


“Yes, we are all here, but I’m afraid
we had to commandeer vehicles from nearby towns to have enough to start
evacuating the base.” Sgt. Agni said, “Battlegroup Ox is woefully lacking in
motorization, unlike the KVW. But nonetheless we are ready.”


Madiha’s head had cleared entirely,
and her nose had ceased to bleed. 


Through a mild headache she took
stock.


Behind them, the field and most of the
hill had become an inferno, the sky darkening with the smoke, the corpses of
fallen soldiers burning within raging, open flames. Madiha thought that the
traps along the border must have been more elaborate than she could have ever
imagined – and yet they had failed. This area was no longer defensible. Adjar
had been breached, and Nocht was rolling in to attack them over the open
terrain. Certain structures in their government had predicted and had feared
this with every fiber of their being for the past few weeks. Nothing concrete
had been done to allay that fear. None of their cries were listened to. Now a
border of flames stalled Nocht, but only temporarily. There were probably
breaches elsewhere in the dominance. They had to leave quickly.


“Parinita, I suspect I will need you
close in the coming days.” Madiha said.


“Yes, I had been meaning to say
something about that as well.” Parinita said. She tied up her
strawberry-colored hair into a ponytail while she spoke with renewed
determination, and not a hint of her stuttering. “I had no love and little
respect for Major Gowon, Captain. Few people in Ox had any – so, while it might
be damning you with faint praise, I feel a lot better led by you, Captain. We
survived all of this thanks to you.”


She bowed her head, and tried to smile
a bit. She raised her left arm in a stiff salute.


 “I feel as though the full reality of what has
happened has not sunk in for me, Captain. If I weep, later on, or if I shake, I
hope you will understand. But please allow me to serve you even if I serve with
tears in my eyes. Thank you, and spirits defend you.”


Parinita held her salute. There were
indeed tears in her eyes.


Madiha felt like asking the same of
her – but instead she simply nodded and smiled.


Sergeant Agni led them from the front
lines, with Madiha shouting for any stragglers to put grenades into the barrels
of their anti-tank guns, to deny them to the enemy, and then to leave their
positions behind and follow her. There were few people to call on – of all her
emplacements across the defensive line, barely six or seven still stood. 


She had lost almost all of the
impromptu defense that Lt. Purana and Bogana had managed to build, and had it
not been for the cable charges hidden in the field, they would have all been
lost in the end. Shambling away from their positions as though dazed by strong
drink, the soldiers destroyed their guns and headed up the road.


At the top of the slope, near the
burning HQ, there were many trucks full of troops leaving the base, and towing
the leftover guns behind them. A large, green, armored truck with four antennae
and a machine gun turret stood prominently in the midst of the evacuation, and
Madiha and Parinita made their way to it.


Inspector Kimani sat in the back, and
saluted them as they approached.


“Good work, Madiha. For what you had
on-hand, you did admirably.” Kimani said.


“Thank you, ma’am. May I make a call
on the radio? We need to make preparations.”


“Ox is yours to command.” Kimani said.
“And I will follow your orders as well.”


Madiha was confused. This was a sudden
change in the plans.


“I’m only a Captain in the KVW, ma’am.
I cannot command you. You are in charge of the 3rd KVW Motor Rifles – and I
will defer to your command again once we evacuate. I am simply a member of your
planning staff, who wishes to carry out a plan.”


“It would be disastrous, if I remain
in command.” Kimani said. She was as stony and toneless now as Sergeant Agni –
it was a common trait in KVW soldiers. Madiha was only a civilian liaison, and
had been deemed incompatible with the crisis training that helped the KVW
maintain their almost unnatural calm. This only made her all the more wary of
her current position. Kimani stood off the back of the truck, and put both of
her hands on Madiha’s shoulders, staring into her eyes. Madiha could see the
thin, red lines circling around the inspector’s irises – the mark that she had
received the full KVW training regime.


Kimani started to speak again, her
fingers tracing Madiha’s broad shoulders. “Madiha, I told you before that there
was a specific reason I wanted you with me, here, now. It was not so you could
go to Bada Aso to try to repent, nor to write notes on a clipboard. I knew this
fight was coming, and I told you as much. In truth, as a KVW inspector I am
unfit to lead it. I do not balk at casualties, I do not preserve my own life –
I do not feel pain and hardly feel exhaustion. I can feel your heart rushing
even as I touch you now. That is why you have
to lead them. Not just Ox, but the 3rd KVW Motor Rifles. It must be you.”


Madiha was overwhelmed. Things she
would have rather not remembered resurfaced in her mind as she stared into the
unfeeling eyes of Inspector Kimani. Madiha had never led full-scale battles,
even as a military advisor. She had sat behind the lines, offering training,
talking about gun ranges and precision shooting, formulating strategies,
supporting operational planning. During the revolution she had been a courier
between rebel groups; she had never even picked up a rifle after that.
During the Akjer incident she was a spy-hunter, finding radios hidden in walls
and breaking ciphers passed along in seedy bars, and then sending unarmed
infiltrators to their deaths by firing squad. 


She was a thinker, a planner, a
good socialist, she thought. 


And she was repentant and haunted by
so many awful things.


“I am not a commander, Chinedu.” Madiha
pleaded, using Kimani’s given name.


Kimani shook her head. ”You could
have fooled me. You have a plan, don’t you?”


In an instant, without thinking over
it much, Madiha felt a burning in her head and her heart that compelled her. As
if from another mind a dozen thoughts rushed to her. She began to explain
without stopping and without thinking it over, “The situation: Dori Dobo is
doomed to us, as is the border; it is impossible to organize a defense there.
We must evacuate everything possible from the city. Move all food and equipment
to Bada Aso. We will make our stand at Bada Aso, abandoning Dori Dobo to slow
down Nocht.”


She realized what she had said, but
she was helpless to take it back.


Kimani squeezed Madiha’s shoulders, an
uncommonly gentle gesture from her superior officer. “I thought your peculiar
strengths would be gone after what you suffered in the Revolution. But that was
not the war you were born for after all.”


That terrible headache burned at all
of her mind. 


Madiha felt like her brains would
split in two.


“You will reconcile all your
confusion, eventually.” Kimani said gently. “If I understood what was in store
for you in detail, Madiha, I would explain it. I want to help you. But I don’t
know. For now, all I can tell you is that you are needed here. Make your call
on the radio, Captain. For all of our sakes, you must carry out your plan.”


Madiha was unable to speak back to her
or understand fully what she meant.


She felt that if she spoke, some other
person would talk in her stead. Was she losing her mind? She felt Parinita hold
her hand in support, and she felt Kimani let her go, and she stepped aside,
ushering Madiha into the command truck. 


Still struck dumb, Madiha opened the
radio channel and called Dori Dobo’s command, mechanically repeating her orders
to the confusion of everyone there. Kimani and Parinita butted in and supported
her – she hoped that would be enough to get things going. 


She switched to Ox’s communications
and radioed all forces to fall back to Bada Aso. 


Finally, she braced herself for the
most frightening of her planned calls.


“Battlegroup Lion, this is Captain
Nakar of the 3rd KVW Motor Rifles Division. Ox has come under attack by Nocht
forces. What is your status? I repeat, what is your status, Lion? Has the Shaila
dominance fallen under attack? Is the Nocht Federation attacking in Shaila?”
There was silence on the line. Then there was screaming.


“Oh thank the ancestors!” A voice,
cracking and shifting and almost too rough to understand. “We need your
support, Captain. At this rate we’ll be encircled! We need everything you can
spare, or we will lose Shaila’s borders for sure!”


Madiha trembled at the desperation
inherent in the voice.


“We have nothing to spare. How long
can Lion hold out?”


There was no response.


Madiha turned off the radio. She
buried her face in her hands.


“It appears that I have been given
command.” She said, her heart rushing. “We move to Bada Aso, and make our stand
there. It is the only defensible area left.”


Parinita and Kimani nodded solemnly.


The evacuation proceeded quickly, and
they were out on the Ayvartan roads long before the flames along the field had
gone out. Flames that might soon engulf all of Adjar dominance, all of the
adjoining Shaila dominance that Battlegroup Lion was struggling to protect, and
perhaps all of Ayvarta. Lines of trucks rushed out of the border area, filled
with soldiers like Adesh, Nnennia and Eshe, towing behind them the few guns
they had left, watching the skies and the burning trail they had left behind.


The Solstice War had begun.










1.  A Change of Scenery


 










25th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E.


Shaila
Dominance – Knyskna City, northern Shaila.


 


Leander Gaurige felt quaking artillery blasts
and heard the shrieking of rifles and the rhythmic thudding of machine guns.
Nestled inside the tunnel that once led out of his pillbox, he had his eyes
closed but could still see the flashes inside his eyelids whenever a shell went
off outside, cutting instantly through the dark. He could feel the hot air
wafting into the pillbox. It would become hard to breathe for a moment as the
smoke blew inside.


He could not sleep, not in this appalling
situation, but he was expected to. This would be the only rest he was allowed
at his post. Perhaps it would even be the final time that he voluntarily
laid down on his pack and closed his eyes. 


Soon he would have to join the battle in
earnest.


He was thankful, however.


He got to live these dark days as a he felt a
man would have lived them.


And others recognized his efforts.


“Gaurige,” He felt a rifle butt scrape
against his cheek.


But it was too soon! He wanted to cry out at
the injustice of it.


“Just a minute, please, comrade.” Leander
dazedly said.


Satisfied with this response the rifle
retreated through the tunnel opening again. There was no more putting it off.
All the noise had died down, and with a lull in the enemy shelling, that meant
he would rotate out. Leander sat up as much as he could, and gathered his
implements, his sub-machine gun, his sharpened trench shovel, his one grenade.


He clipped his belt on and began to
button up his uniform shirt. He sighed as he did so, feeling an itch from the
worn and sheared elastic of his chest binder, threatening to snap. It was
starting to slack a bit as well – he had
been fighting for days now and just had no time to try to find a replacement
binder to keep his breasts bound.


He crawled out of the dirt tunnel and up to
the tight concrete quarters of the pillbox.


Once back on his feet and straightened out,
he saluted.


“Oh, forget that.” the Sergeant said, shaking
his head from a corner of the pillbox where the machine gun was set, right
beside their dilapidated 45mm short-barreled gun. “Don’t salute anyone on your
way! Just, run with all your might to the staging area!”


Everyone cooperated to push aside the 45mm
gun to create an opening around the side of the aperture. Their pillbox was a
fairly large structure for its kind, made to hold both an anti-tank and a
machine gun emplacement. With their tunnel partially collapsed behind them by a
shell, the only way to leave the circular, concrete defense was to dive through
the long firing slit and run. Leander nodded to his comrades, and took a
deep breath.


He was soaked in sweat and felt his stomach
rolling in his belly. Lining himself up with two other men, he waited for the
sergeant’s signal. All of them had been called to join an assault group – the fighters in the city needed everyone
they could spare.


From the slit of their box, they could see
the outline of the Djose woods almost a kilometer out in the dark.


Since Nocht had taken the forest, largely
without a fight, the woods had become a thing to fear at night, a black
fortress in the distance from which cannons belched fire out to Knyskna, the
rail hub and economic capital of the Shaila dominance.


A broad and open road leading from the wood
to Knyskna had been smashed featureless and the field between the
defensive line and the forest was littered with shell holes. Craters of many
sizes pockmarked the area. No longer was the field an undisturbed green, but a
sickly expanse of ashen holes and upturned dirt, intercut with bizarre areas of
intact grass and flowers.


The Sergeant was almost in tears before
giving his signal.


“Run fast, ok? Don’t look back. Ayvarta needs
you now.”


Leander nodded grimly, as did the soldiers
with him. Nocht bunker-suppression batteries had pre-sighted the fronts of
their pillboxes already. It was their feet, versus the enemy spotters.


The Sergeant looked out to the woods with his
binoculars.


He snapped his fingers and cried, almost in
pain, “Go!”


Leander and the men with him rushed out of
the slit, climbing over the lip and forcing themselves through. Leander was
very slender, and he easily rolled between the slit, gathered himself and took
off running from the pillbox and into town. His comrades were not as lucky. He
heard the ominous sawing noise of a Norgler machine gun and put his
hands over his head, closing his eyes as he ran. Behind him he heard screams.


Someone had been clipped in the leg.


He heard a thud as a compatriot tripped, and
became fodder for the guns.


There were still steps behind him, so at
least one ally remained.


Leander would not dare to look and confirm
this.


From the forest the enemy opened up on the
pillbox and their fire trailed up the road. Norglers blew automatic fire across
the defensive line, and were soon joined by field artillery. Half-hunched and
running as fast as he could, Leander could still tell a shell had fallen –
there was a silence like a sucked-in breath followed a loud, echoing blast. Had
the blast been solitary he would have heard the fragments and the dirt falling
back to earth a few moments later, and the billowing of smoke; but shells
hardly ever fell alone. As he ran into the city a tumultuous artillery barrage
followed. Blast after blast silenced the screaming at his back. It was a
cruel cacophony that the victim would never get to hear.


Leander took solace in that he only heard the shells. 


That he heard the blasts meant that the
shells were not meant for him.


He rushed up the road and weaved around the
closest row of buildings. To the last one they had been bombed out, the walls
collapsed and the roofs sunken through the middle of each structure. They had
been hit with sparse bombardments but even one bomb was enough to knock them
out. Once they had been beautiful buildings, whimsical, made of rough clay and
straw bricks so that they seemed like a confectionary, like brown wafer. Most
of the southern part of the city had been reduced to such a state. Leander
walked as fast as he could using the buildings for cover, going through two or
three blocks of ruined houses before finding himself in an open plaza, the
staging area.


He looked behind him one last time and saw
nobody coming.


Soldiers gathered into the center of the plaza,
picking up armaments and climbing into the backs of trucks to be driven out for
the assault on the forest, while officers made the ruins closest to the plaza
into their headquarters for fear of being out in the open. 


A collection of flat-bed trucks were arranged
around the plaza, each carrying air defense guns, 37 or 85mm cannons pointing
at the sky. Searchlights shone from the park and up into the dark sky as well,
working in tandem with the guns. Looking closely, Leander could see similar
lights trailing across the sky further into the city.


They were on the lookout for possible air
strikes. Nocht had not yet attacked them at night – but nothing precluded this
happening. After all, they themselves were planning a night attack right at
that moment. Leander turned his attention away from the sky and stood in
the line behind the other soldiers. There were crates near them, and
officers handing them weapons and tools that they would need before ushering
them into the trucks.


As more soldiers climbed in and Leander came
closer to the front of the line, an older woman officer pulled him aside
unceremoniously. She seemed very interested in his body, looking down at his
legs and examining his build. At first Leander was afraid. 


What was this woman noticing about him? Did
she have something to say about his identity as a male soldier – and what would it possibly be? But this was
Ayvarta, and such things seemed beyond anyone’s concerns.


Instead the woman officer thrust upon him a
metal helmet and a metal plate vest, and she led him to a different line and a
different set of trucks than where he previously stood. She helped him to affix
the metal armor over his chest, and to strap on the helmet over his head. She
took his submachine gun magazines, and gave him round drums instead. Once he
was fully equipped, she put his SMG in his hands and saluted him.


“You’re going in with the shock troops,
comrade. You look nimble enough for it. Frankly, if we left it to volunteers
nobody would go. But don’t fret. The armor will protect you from pistols and
SMGs, as will the helmet. Don’t dive in front of any Norglers and you’ll be
fine. Your job is to punch a hole for us.”


Around him were several other soldiers,
similarly dressed. He realized that she was not just addressing him, but all
the men and women who were already standing in the line as well. “Punch a hole,
ma’am?” Leander asked. He became suddenly conscious of his voice – it was very similar to that of the lady
officer.


“We’re gonna be trucking you ladies and gents
into the forest to flank the Nocht line – we’re
expecting them to attack in the morning and we need to disrupt their advance.
You’ll get more instructions on the way.” She gave him a friendly slap in the
back and a gentle shove into the line. “Have at them, boy.”


Leander nodded and took his place in the
line. Despite the bleakness of his situation, there was something in the
character of the Ayvartans around him that gave him strength and that made him
face the dark woods and the screeching guns with a nugget of pride and purpose
in his heart. Perhaps this was that ephemeral-sounding camaraderie of socialism – or perhaps a hidden little joy he felt
from the officer’s acknowledgment.


He felt more strongly than ever that he
wanted to protect his new home.










15th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E.


Shaila Dominance – Outskirts of Bika, southern Shaila, near
Mamlakh border.


 


“It’s time to go Elea, wake up.”


Leander felt his uncle’s knobby wooden cane
rubbing against his cheek. 


He heard his dead name being spoken, and he
thought to ask for a few more minutes of sleep, but he knew the circumstances
would no longer permit it.


“I’ll be right out, uncle,” Leander moaned,
turning over in the long basket that had been his bed. Many years ago he fit
perfectly, but now he was taller, and his lean brown body almost doubled over
to fit inside the basket. He heard the thick, beaded curtain clinking as his
uncle walked out of the wagon to give him room to make himself ready. 


Leander pulled himself up to a stand by the
wooden beams running across the wall of the wagon. He took a mango from a
nearby basket and nibbled on it while searching around the wagon for some men’s
clothes. He threw on a shirt, at first, and a coat over it, and he buttoned
both half the way up – then as he
remembered, looking into the mirror. 


He undid his shirt again, took a roll of
bandages, and bound his breasts down with the bandages. They were not very big,
thankfully, and he could bind them nearly flat with the bandages. It was
uncomfortable – it hurt a bit. But it was all that he could do to them.


 Leander looked over himself again and felt
pleased. 


He was confident in how he looked. Over the
past two years, as he had started to feel a certain wrongness with
his body and the way people saw him, he had started to make some changes.
He had kept his dark hair shorter, to the bottom of his jaw. He had done harder
work, and gotten, at least in his own eyes, a bit more muscular and taller. He
had hid under a lot of coats and thick pants. It had been a journey of
discoveries – nobody in the caravan felt the ways he did,
and he had been reluctant to seek their help.


He was right to be cautious – they had started to think he was strange.


Until the past few days, they had kept that
to themselves.


But he was overjoyed now, even in light of
recent events. He felt so confident, in fact, that he chose not to wear his
uncle’s coat anymore. He would not hide himself under layers of thick clothes.
He was now a man, a free man, and he would walk without shame. 


Leander wrapped the coat around his waist
instead, after zipping up a pair of long pants and lacing up some boots that
felt a size too big for him. But they were his boots now, and his coat, and his
shirt. He was a man, in more ways than one. He would finally leave the caravan
and his familiar lifestyle behind, to live
with the Ayvartans – the
communists. Though he had no choice in the matter, the change of scenery felt
proper to him.


His uncle pushed through the beaded curtain
again. He embraced Leander, and patted him in the back. He was one of the
older, bigger men in the caravan, said to be strong enough to stop a rhinoceros
from charging, and yet he had the gentlest face when he looked upon Leander.
Tears welled in his eyes as he beheld his new nephew ready to leave.


“Listen, Elea–”


“Leander.” Leander said sternly.


“Yes. Leander.” He nodded. “Listen. I’m
sorry, about everything. Had I known how they would react, damn it, I would
have just smuggled you out to the communists myself. You don’t deserve this
treatment and it is my fault, because I advised you to tell the people. It was
my fault you were humiliated like that. I should have known better.”


Leander smiled. “I don’t care about the
caravan, uncle. Besides, it worked, didn’t it? They gave me a man’s way out of
here. I was not ever going to become anyone’s bride.”


“I just wish you hadn’t had to feel all those
glares.” His uncle said. “To hear all the nasty things they said. I think our
traditions are important – but nobody
should force you to marry anyone, or to be anything you don’t want. Now
you’re out there all by yourself, and I feel like I could have done more to
protect you.”


“Thank you, Uncle. I’ll be fine. I’ve heard
that the communists give lodging and food and clothes to people for free. I
know I can go to their village and live there. I’ll be fine.”


They embraced again. It would likely be the
last time. 


The instant they let go, Leander was on his
way, and he was out for good. He climbed off the back of the wagon, without a
traveling bag or money or anything but his half-eaten mango. He hoped that the
generosity of the communists was as great as the tales his former friends had
told him. He walked away from the circle of wagons, leaving their little clearing
in the woods. He felt the stares from the women and the girls folding and
washing clothes, and from the men chopping wood for fire, following his every
step. They watched him leave with vicious interest. He could hear mumbling all
around him as he went.


Past the line of bushes and trees, into the
wood, the caravan and its nomadic people disappeared behind him. It was as
though Leander had pushed past another beaded curtain, and left so much of
himself behind. He could not hear them anymore and thought it unlikely that he
would again. There was soon another transition as he saw the road up ahead. 


He walked out of the woods, passing from
forest to field. He stepped onto the dirt road and began to follow it to the
village of Bika. It was very big, for a countryside Ayvartan village, with a
multitude of log houses and a few newer, taller concrete buildings that he
could easily see from the road. Their caravan had passed through Bika before.


Leander felt as though the sun was hovering
directly over his head, and he sweated profusely while crossing the dirt road,
flanked by log houses on either side. Sparse trees planted (or perhaps, simply
left standing) around each block gave him a temporary respite from the heat.
Whenever he took to the shade he felt a cool, comforting breeze. Had the sun
not been so furious he would have said it was good weather overall. 


There were a few people out on the street as
well, looking energetic and untroubled, carrying little baskets or boxes to and
fro with food wrapped in paper. Most of the villagers were probably still
working – he recalled
that the “big” industries in Bika were textiles and wooden construction
materials. Interspersed with the log houses there were a few big concrete
buildings with tin shutters, where this work probably happened.


After asking around, he was pointed toward
the big red and gold building in the middle of the village, and he made for it
as fast as he could. There was a sign outside with the Ayvartan government’s
coat of arms – a menacing reptile, a hydra, with multiple
long necks ending in heads that grasped around the words For
Bread, For Cotton, For Home. 


Past the doors there was a reception office
with two benches. A long desk accessible through a little door separated the
front of the reception office from the more spacious back. It was a
refreshingly cool room, well lit with electric torches. Spinning fans in the
ceiling drove out the heat. At the desk a young, dark-skinned woman in an
elaborate red and gold dress and hat greeted him. Her hair was tied into
several long braids, which themselves were gathered into a ponytail with a gold
ribbon. Leander bowed his head to her and reached for his own hat to tip, only
to discover he had brought none.


She smiled nonetheless.


“Welcome, comrade.  What do you
require?” She asked.


“Ah, well, I don’t know if I have the right
place.” Leander said, feeling foolish. He had never spoken to an official
before – he wondered if she had more pressing
business than to listen to his troubles. “I’m from out of town, you see. I need
a place to stay, and some clothes, and other things like that. I have nothing.
I’m more than willing to work for it.”


“This is an office of the Commissariat of
Civil Affairs.” She replied, and beamed even more brightly his way. “If you’ve
nothing to your name but those clothes then you are in the right place.”


“I am ready to work for a home and bread, you
see.” Leander hurriedly said.


“Work is not necessary for a minimum of
lodging, food and clothes.”


Leander nodded. He marveled at her words – work
was unnecessary? He still planned to work. He would have felt too guilty taking
from the communists without doing anything in return. In the caravan you had to
work or do chores or something to get any food, unless you were a little child.
He was too used to it. It was a man’s place, he told himself, to repay his
debts and to help make things and do things for his community. But he was
astonished that she sounded so willing to feed him and clothe him, and give him
a place to stay.


From one of the shelves along the back of her
desk, the woman produced a thick, black, leather-bound ledger, which she opened
to a fresh page. There were many fields in the ledger page. One in particular
evoked a small sense of dread in Leander, but he would tackle it when they got
to it. The receptionist urged him to take a stool from one of the corners and
drag it over to sit on. They looked over the paper together.


“What name do you wish to register in the
Bika township?”


“Leander Gaurige is my name.” He said.


“A lovely name. You can call me Gadi, comrade
Gaurige.”


She jotted the name down with her ink pen. “I
hope not to presume too much, comrade, but you are a Zigan, are you not? If you
register, we will have to ask you stay in the town for at least a year, and
until any work season you have started with a state company is completed. Is
that acceptable to you, Leander?”


“I’m a Zigan,
but it is acceptable. I have left my caravan.”


“You do not have to leave permanently. We
respect your nomadic lifestyle. We just ask you give us some of your time
before leaving, you see, for administrative–”


“Ah, it’s irrelevant, ma’am.” Leander
interrupted. “They don’t want me.”


“Oh, I see. I’m sorry to hear that.”


Gadi wrote down a few things in the big
fields near the bottom of the paper, and Leander wondered if her handwriting
was just difficult to follow, or if his Ayvartan was slipping. He spoke it
well, he thought, and the older folks had taught him to read it as well, and to
write it in big, clumsy strokes. But he had a hard time parsing her script, and
she seemed to write a lot of acronyms and contractions. Whoever read and
processed these letter for the government probably understood, but Leander did
not. Eventually she turned to face him again, smiling, and put her finger on a
dreaded little blank.


“You wish to register as a male person,
correct?”


Leander felt his heart thrashing. “Yes.” He
said.


Without any protest, the receptionist put
down a D for Dume or male.


“If you ever want this changed, you can
return to this office and ask. Administratively, it will take some time to be
processed all the way to Solstice. You can also change your name, which takes
even longer to process, sadly; but it will be reflected eventually if you ask
for it.” Gadi said. Leander wondered if this was something she mechanically
told to everyone registering. Regardless, he felt a huge burden lift from his
back.


“I think I’m good for now.” Leander said.


Gadi nodded her head in acknowledgment. She
bid Leander to wait a moment, and took the ledger to an adjacent room behind a
door. He heard a few noises issue from the room, like the whistling of steam
and stamping of metal on a surface. 


When next the little door opened Gadi had a
few additional papers with her, one sheet of which she deposited in a box. She
put away the ledger, and handed Leander a piece of paper – it was a copy of everything they had written
on the ledger. 


“In case you want some proof of your
registration.” She said.


From a drawer she then handed Leander several
tickets of different colors, some small as those one would get from having gone
to a film theater, others the size of business cards. They were made of cheap
paper, not even like a treasury note of the sort one exchanged for coins. Each
ticket had the stamp of the Ayvartan government, and instructions in small
print that described what they traded towards – ration card, housing card,
goods card. 


All of these tickets did not look like the
cards he saw other Ayvartans carrying. 


He asked about this.


“Those tickets are traded for the real cards.”
Gadi said. “You can go to the Civil Canteen for a ration card, and you get a
housing card for your room in one of the lodges, or from someone with a family
home that has a room to spare and is willing to let you stay. You can get a
shopping card from the msanii, the artisan market,
or from the state-run general store in the village. Oh!” Gabi seemed to
remember something suddenly.


“Wait one more moment, please.”


Gadi turned and looked in the back of her
little room. She bent over a table, pulled a little ticket from a drawer and
wrote on it. She then returned to the desk and pressed this ticket into
Leander’s hands along with the rest. “This is a ticket for a clinic card. You
don’t have to work, but if you wish to register for work, you will be asked to have
a check-up at the local clinic, so if you’re eager you should do this as soon
as you can.”


Leander quivered inside. He was not eager for
someone to look over his body.


Gadi wrapped her hands around his own, and
around the little tickets and vouchers.


She seemed to have noticed his reticence and
smiled reassuringly.


“Please do not be afraid to go to the clinic.
They’ll understand your situation.”


Leader blinked, and smiled a little
awkwardly. Again he wondered if she just said that whenever she thought there
was some unspecified trouble, or if she said it to people like the Zigan, or if she was saying
it to
him specifically because she knew. He had been hesitant the moment he
took the clinic voucher. How could they understand, when even he did not, when he
had so little language for what he felt? But perhaps it was safe to go.


He took all of the vouchers and put them into
his pockets.


“If you choose to sign up for work, you can
return here and I will give you a stipend equal to a week’s pay, to help you settle.”
Gadi said. “From there you will receive wages for your labor, which will be
disbursed by your union or cooperative according to council regulations, and
which may be adjusted with the season and your work ethic. If not, you will
receive a smaller monthly stipend instead.”


“And food, clothing and lodging is still
provided?” Leander asked.


“It is everyone’s right to be lodged, fed and
dressed.” Gadi assured.


“Alright.” Leander said, slightly bewildered.
“Is there anything more?”


“No, that should be all. I look forward to
seeing you again.”


Gadi thanked him for his patience and sent
him on his way, her encouraging smile never fading from her face. That was all
the deliberation necessary – it felt like only minutes since he passed through
the door a vagrant, and now he was out the door again a citizen, with papers
and prospects.  He had distantly heard about the communists and the way
they lived nowadays, but never could he have imagined they were true. 


He walked a few blocks down to the Civil
Canteen, a building emblazoned with the same symbol as the Civil Affairs
office, but also a sign depicting a large loaf of bread and a glass of milk.
There was no one currently eating, which to Leander proved his idea that most
of the villagers were working at the moment. Half the building was open to the
air, with only two walls, and the roof held by concrete pillars. 


There was one enclosed room, where perhaps
the food was kept and prepared, and one long serving counter against the back
wall. An older village man stood behind a serving counter, and Leander showed
him his ticket. The man went into the adjacent room and withdrew a real ration
card and an ink pen, and bid Leander to write his name in clear characters in
the back. Leander looked over the card, with its cheerful design of a hilly
village overlooking a farm, and he happily signed it, and set it aside to dry.


While they waited for the ink to dry, Leander
took a wooden tray from a nearby stack and helped himself to the food, stored
in containers along the counter and kept warm by little flames caged far
beneath each container, likely turned off and on throughout the day to keep the
food delectable. He served himself some curried vegetables, long beans and
potatoes and cauliflower in a yellow broth; a few scoops of long-grain rice;
and a flatbread the size of his face. Milk was abundant, flavored with
different fruits, and he took a wooden mug and filled it to sate himself. He
dipped the flatbread in the curry sauce first, to try it out. It was a bit
watery, but spicy and flavorful. Better than the food at the caravan!


“So, do you work here?” Leander asked. He
then nearly bit his tongue. It seemed a very stupid thing to say right after he
had said it, but it was all the conversation that he could contrive.


“Yes, in a sense. People serve themselves, I
just take notes for the office. I got a condition, you see.” The man showed
Leander his shaking black hands. “Nervous condition, says the clinic, and I
can’t work other things. But there’s always something to do if you want to.
This counts as a job to the Office, so I took it.”


Leander nodded. He soon emptied his plate,
and the ink on his card dried. Nobody had come or gone since he had arrived,
though he had seen a few people walk up the street behind him. The Canteen man
asked him to sign on a clipboard hooked on one of the pillars, to record that
he had eaten one of his meals for the day. There were quite a few names
already, likely from people coming in for breakfast. Leander complied
graciously.


“I’m new around here, by the way. I hope to
settle down. I’m Leander.”


“You can call me Kibwe.” The Canteen man
said. “And I understand. We’re near the border so we see people a couple times
a year. Runnin’ from awful things in Mamlakah or Cissea, I bet.”


“Where could I find a tailor and a place to
stay?”


“Village center, we have a big plaza with
the Msanii and the goods shop. Lodge there should
have room.”


“Thank you.” Leander pocketed his new ration
card.


“By the way, about that card. You won’t get
punished or anything if you eat more than you’re allowed, but just know that it
puts a bit of a burden on the village.” Kibwe said. “If you’re hungry and
you’ve had your meals for the day, you should pay for any extra food – helps
keep the village going in the long run.”


Leander nodded. “I understand. I will see you
again soon then, Kibwe.”


“You look like a nice boy, Leander. I expect
you’ll be fine in Bika. Peace to you.”


The compliment gave Leander quite a spring in
his step. He practically skipped all the way to the plaza in the center of the
village. 


Everything was conveniently close in Bika,
only a few blocks away – it was a big village but still smaller than all the
cities his caravan frequented. Despite the heat and the lack of a cool breeze,
Leander easily made his way to the open plaza, a stretch of grass and flower
beds surrounded by a square of paved street. 


This street connected several buildings; the
most commanding was large warehouse, entirely open air with a concrete and wood
frame and a vaulted tin roof, inside which various kiosks had been erected.
There was a fence all around the warehouse instead of a wall – it must have
been the artisan market, the Msanii. Leander had visited them
in the past, when the older children were allowed day-trips to the city.


Aside from the Msanii the other buildings were perfectly
homogenous red and gold-painted concrete rectangles. Both had a long front
window and a nondescript wooden door with a single word painted on it – Clinic, General, Civil Lodge. They were big,
wide buildings. The window to the Clinic was obscured by various signs stuck to
it that warned of seasonal allergies and diseases and offered other health care
tips, such as encouraging regular hand-washing and rinsing hair with champo to avoid parasites.
In contrast, the General Shop window was laden with goods, such as radios and
binoculars and ruffled shirts, and encouraged people to spend their Honors on
them.


He stepped into the General Shop, where a
pale, balding man in a big robe trailing multicolored beads arranged shoes in a
series of small racks along the entryway. He raised up his hand in welcome, but
continued his task nonetheless. From the door the shop floor was quite broad
and open, with hanging racks of clothes along the walls, stalls with canned
food and sweets, and tables along the middle with various boxed goods, or
unboxed examples with informational flyers stuck to them. 


Many of them bore non-Ayvartan lettering.
Some looked to Leander like the Svechthan cyrillic script, which he
could not read, while a few even had Hanwan or Noctish markings that he could
also not read. He was impressed with the Nochtish items, however, since these
had to have been the oldest goods in the store – trade with Nocht had ended
with the imperial days, if Leander remembered his Ayvartan history correctly,
which he was confident that he did. 


Once he organized the shoes, the shopkeep
welcomed Leander in earnest.


“Comrade,” he spread open his arms, and
jovially took Leander in for a quick, arms-reach embrace, “Good to see you, good
to see you.” His Ayvartan was a little tortured. “Looking for a vintage radio,
comrade?” He seemed to have noticed Leander’s interest in the Nochtish items,
one of which was a radio.


“Oh, not at all. I was wondering if you could
exchange this for me.”


Leander handed the man his shop ticket, and
it was graciously received.


“Oh, new in town? Excellent. I have to write
a little form then – in the meantime, pick some clothes for yourself, you have
the right to some clothes for free. Pick from anything without a gold mark.”


The Shopkeep produced a gold-colored paper
bill with the Hydra symbol.


“You don’t get these as wages – they’re
special issue for rare or shortage goods. If a good has a gold mark, it costs
Honors. Unfortunately I cannot part with them for free, in that case.”


Leander nodded his head. He watched the man
vanish behind his long counter, looking through messy drawers. While the
shopkeep filled his forms and looked for a new shop card for him, Leander
perused the clothing aisles along the walls of the store.  


He did not want anything too fancy. Or at
least, he thought he didn’t as he began to look through the clothing items,
until he noticed something very handy tucked away in a corner, behind various
women’s ruffled shirts. There were a couple of elastic chest binders, with
cords near the small of the back, that when pulled would press against the body
– probably for church women from when Messianites had influence in Ayvarta.
They would certainly be more convenient to bind his breasts that rolls of
bandages. 


He picked one of them up, along with some
button-down shirts and pants, and a new coat. Most of it looked fairly new, but
simply made. He avoided anything gold-marked.


He was issued his card without hassle, and
received a cloth bag to carry his things. The shopkeep did not look over them,
and cheerfully saw Leander out of the shop, patting him in the back.


“You have a great time in Bika,” the shopkeep
told him, though Leander thought he sounded a little artificial, as though he
was playing a character, “Remember to say ‘comrade’ a lot!”


Leander laughed a bit, waved him goodbye, and
went on his way.


He was feeling tired, and thought it about
time to find himself a home. 


And home was thankfully only a few steps away
from the shop, with a lodge in the same plaza. 


He stood before the door and felt a sudden
bit of trepidation. After all, if the communists refused him now for some
reason, he would be out on the street and everything would have been a waste of
time! But he had come this far. He knew it would be fine.


He swallowed his fears and went through the
door. Inside he found a desk with a sleepy-looking young woman in a red and
gold kaftan, a long robe-like overdress. There was a long hall to his left and
right with various doors, and a staircase further ahead leading to the second
floor. Leander introduced himself and turned in the appropriate ticket. The
young woman woke slightly more, stood up from her desk, took his hand and
smiled. Standing, she did not look all that grown-up – she was quite shorter than him.


“Welcome, Leander. I’m Saheli. It’s nice to
see a brand new face.”


Saheli searched her desk for the appropriate
forms and a card, to which a key was attached by a loop of metal. Leander
signed his name again, and he took his room card and the associated room key.


“Is there anything I should know about living
here? Is there a fee?” He asked.


“Not in the lodge, no!” Saheli said
cheerfully. “Your room is free. It comes with a bed, sheets, pillows, drawers
and a closet, a basket, one window looking out. The usual things you expect.”


Her words brought Leander great relief. To
think he kept expected different!


“I can come and go as I please?” He asked.


“I would entreat you not to disturb the
others with noise, but yes, you can.”


Leander read the card on his key. It was room
2-15, so it was probably upstairs.


“I see. Thank you. So, to confirm, I may
retire to this room now?”


“Of course! It is your room, comrade Leander.
I suggest you rest – you look a bit tired, and you are clearly a bit strung up!
Take some time to calm your anxieties, and you shall love Bika!”


“I shall. Thank you, um, comrade Saheli.”


Saheli bowed her head and took her seat
again.


Your room.


It seemed that the generosity of the
communists had not been a fairy tale after all, though Leander found it all
still so difficult to completely wrap his head around how well all of it
worked.


Upstairs, Leander unlocked his door – his door. His own door. 2-15 was
about the size of the living space in the back of his uncle’s wagon. He put
down his cloth bag next to his wooden closet, and laid down on the bed. It was
long enough for all of him, he did not have to curl up, and it was firm but
comfortable. He bounced on his back a few times. This was his bed, in his room,
just a few hours after his family had deserted him, called him awful things and
threw him out into the world for what he knew in his heart that he was – a man, no matter what his birth.


He wondered with hazy thoughts what work he
would do for the communists.


What kind of work would befitted an honorable
man of this society?


It was a strange thought when he put it to
himself that way, but heartening.


Leander smiled and sat up in his bed, feeling
free of worry.


At his side, on the drawer, he noticed that
someone had left a book, perhaps with the knowledge that any new boarders might
not have any possessions to their names with which to entertain themselves in
their rooms. It was a book of Ayvartan fables, tales and religious songs. When
he spread open the pages they made crisp sounds, and the book had a
distinctively fresh smell. This was a very new book. Leander smiled, and
contented himself with reading the book on his new bed, passing the hours,
until the sun started to fall, and his eyes grew heavy, and he dozed off without
even really noticing it. He felt an eerie peace of mind, as though he had never
been exiled at all.










2.  A Place Amid Ashes


 










25th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E.


Shaila Dominance – Djose Woods, outside Knyskna.


 


Twenty-three others joined Leander in the
back of the truck, sitting where they could, submachine guns and rifles in
their hands. They were motorized troops now – they would
ride a truck close as possible to battle, dismount the truck, and then rush in
with their feet. They were lucky to have a good truck, with a roof and benches – there were soldiers riding in on their backs
in open flatbeds, like they were cargo sacks.


Behind them a squat, boxy Goblin tank with a
drum-like turret and a straw-like gun noisily followed, its turret surveying
the wood, providing close support to the attack. A few soldiers in the truck
grumbled about it, telling the rookies that they should not get their hopes up
about the Goblin. There were other similar tanks with them as well, but they
were out of sight, riding ahead of them and split between guarding different
trucks.


Their convoy boasted over a dozen trucks with
hundreds of soldiers. Leander had also heard his compatriots speaking about a
second flank with just as many troops. A significant portion of their regiment
was invested into this attack.


He swallowed to force down a lump in his
throat.


It was an atmosphere so different from his
few peaceful days in Bika. 


Everyone was quiet. Leander included, the
people on the truck sat rigid, stone-faced, forcing themselves
upright. Nothing seemed to cross their minds, as though betraying a
thought would topple them like towers of matchsticks.


Outside it was pitch black, without
spotlights in the sky or occasional flashes of shells. There was only the tank
following them, the gloomy seated figures, the dirt road, and a vast expanse of
darkness. The Djose was impenetrable, a solid curtain of shadow scrolling past.
There was no point in keeping their eyes peeled to the woods; their eyes could
see nothing there. To conceal their movements they drove slowly and with all of
the lights off, save for a dim lamp in the middle of the troop compartment. 


Most of his comrades had their heads down,
trying to get some rest before the attack. Others mumbled while barely making
any eye contact. Leander felt a little uneasy. 


He tried not to let his doubts show on his
face, but it was hard not to feel out of place in a truck of soldiers headed to
battle. He shook his legs nervously.


“What’s your name, comrade?”


Beside him, a small, fair woman with short
hair addressed him. Her metal armor and helmet seemed too large for the overall
size of her body, and fastened tighter than his.


“Leander Gaurige.” He said. He politely
appended, “Comrade,” after.


She nodded. She had a bashful demeanor,
barely making eye contact or lifting her face to look at him. When she spoke
again she did so very seriously, in a hushed and secretive tone of voice. “I’m
Elena North. This might sound silly, but I wanted to know a name I could call
out if I needed help. I don’t know anybody here, and received little training.”


Leander was astonished at how close her name
was to his former, feminine name: Elea.


“Neither do I.” He said quickly. “I was from
Bika.”


“I was from Klima, close to the Cissean
border.” She said. “My family were originally from Cissea, but I grew up in
Ayvarta. We were forced to flee from Klima a week ago. I joined the military in
Knyskna after that, thinking that I could be of service here.”


“I joined it in Bika, but we fled there too.”
Leander said. 


He recalled the horror he felt as those tanks
rolled over the hills as if they had materialized from nowhere– but he closed his eyes, breathed deep and
wiped them away from the film reels spinning in his mind. He didn’t want to
fixate on those events. He was not ready to mourn a lost home, or even to admit
that he had lost anything. Instead, he tried to smile, and force away the dark
thoughts, hardening his heart to them. 


He offered Elena his hand. “Let’s cling
together, Comrade North.”


She took his hand, smiling a little bit
herself. “Yes, Comrade Gaurige.”


“If you’re making friends, I want in,” said a
young man on Leander’s left, putting his hand on Leander’s shoulder. Unlike
Leander and Elena his hair was short enough they could see none of it coming
out from under his helmet, and his skin was very dark, almost a blueish black.
He held out his hands and Leander shook it; he reached over Leander’s lap and
took Elena’s hand as well. She bashfully took the tips of his fingers, and
shook them as though shaking salt or pepper over a dish. He laughed, and
returned to his seat.


“I’m Bonde.” He said. “I’m from Knyskna
itself. Pushed right out of a training battalion, into a pillbox, and now a
truck. I prefer it to waiting for a concrete-buster to hit my head.”


“Likewise.” Leander said. “Pillboxes are
hellish.”


“I wanted to be part of the medical corps,
but they needed nimble people for the assault teams.” Elena said. “I guess they
glanced over and found me nimble enough for the task.”


Leander did notice that nobody around them
looked very heavy.


A hatch opened from the front of the truck.
From the passenger seat, their commanding officer, a tanned man with short,
wispy white hair, looked back on them and provided instructions. Sergeant Bahir
had jumped into the truck last, once everyone had been loaded up, and nobody
got to see him until now. He was a sleek, dark man, like a figure precisely
sculpted, with no edges out of place and no parts gone unsmoothed.


“Alright troops, we’ve suffered some setbacks
before, but now is our time to surprise the imperialists.” Sgt. Bahir said, his
voice taking a fiery tone of oratory, “Nocht thought they could run over
Knyskna, but in their greedy charge they outran their armored support, and ran
right into our guns. Now they’re holed up in this forest waiting for the dawn
to launch an attack. We won’t let them get started. Our air recon may be
limited, but this afternoon we found critical positions in the woods, and signs
of movements that are key to their operation here. We’ve taken these unused
backroads in a circumspect route around the forest to avoid Nocht patrols. When
this truck stops, we’ll dismount and we’ll trail through the forest on foot to
flank their rear echelons where they least expect. Our goals in particular are
to threaten their artillery positions and destroy their supplies. We’re not
taking any prisoners. But if you see any documents, you take those and
you make sure you survive to see a Commissariat information officer. They may
be vital to our success here.”


Everyone in the truck sat up straighter as
they listened to him. Leander felt a fire light in his chest. It sounded like
such an important mission to be on, for someone who had been a socialist for a mere
ten days. Now he felt even more committed, though he had little formal training
save what he was told by officers during lulls in the fighting. 


He had first been a support rifleman for a
gun crew, and then a gun loader, after seeing death for the first time. Now he
was part of the assault troops. 


It didn’t enter into his mind how desperate
this seemed.


Sgt. Bahir continued. “Another formation of
our troops is preparing for an assault on the opposite flank – we will
storm through the forest by surprise and pinch the imperialists in their camp.
We will have the support of a 120mm heavy mortar battalion that will stay
behind, but we can only signal them through flares. Check your supplies now: if
you have a flare with you then you will shoot it when
instructed by me. Understood?”


Around the truck, several soldiers fondled
their packs thoughtfully, where their flare guns were kept. Not everyone had
such a gun. Leander was not given one. So only a few of them carried this
responsibility. Leander sighed a little with relief. He did not know if he
trusted his own judgment on these matters.


“Those of you with flares must shoot them
over the position to be targeted.” Sgt. Bahir said. “The artillery fire will be
imprecise due to our present conditions – launch your
flare so that it rises over your target and then take cover. Don’t shoot any
position closer than 10 meters from yourself. Got that?”


Those soldiers with flare guns nodded their
heads.


“Then let us teach Nocht to fear the shadows
in the woods, comrades!”


Leander gripped his own Rasha submachine
gun tighter, and he cheered with the rest of the squadron in the truck. When
everyone settled back down he was still gripping it tight. He had fired the
longer Bundu rifles before, when
serving as gun crew support. The submachine gun, he had been told, suited him
better because it was light and he could fire a lot of bullets without
immediately reloading, which was his major problem when operating the old
bolt-action rifle. Each Rasha was a simple design,
with a wooden stock and a short steel body, easy to carry and wield, and fed
through box magazines or drums – he had
drums now, provided by the woman in the staging area.


He checked the drum currently attached. It
was fully loaded.


“How much is in here?” He asked Elena.


“I believe sixty. But it shoots so fast you
can barely count it.”


Elena was armed similarly to Leander. Neither
had flare guns. Unlike them Bonde had a flare gun in a pouch. Elena had instead
been entrusted two big packs strapped to her back.


“Careful with the drums,” Bonde warned.
“They’re prone to jamming.”


“What do I do if it jams?” Leander asked.


“Toss it, pull out a pistol, and get in
cover.” Bonde said.


In other words, he could do nothing about it.


The trucks stopped and Sgt. Bahir called for
everyone to form up on the side of the road. All twenty-four riflemen and women
formed up into two squads on a natural ditch by the side of the road. They
could see precious little around them. 


The skies were cloudy and a dim electric
torch attached to the Sgt’s rifle was all the light they were allowed. It was
growing cold, and if he could have seen all their faces Leander was sure his
comrades would look miserable. 


Sgt. Bahir called them to attention again,
and pointed his Bundu rifle into the pitch-black behind him.


“March carefully and spread out. When you
first see the lights from the enemy camp, regroup quietly, shoot an artillery
flare and then begin our assault after the shells fall.”


Leander looked over his shoulder and saw the
artillery crews, putting down their mortars on the road. They worked by dim
lamp-light, holding up oil lanterns to their mortar’s sights and scopes and
adjusting them. A few riflemen and all of the tanks would stay behind to guard
them and the trucks. They started to site the woods nearby.


When Sergeant Bahir started move the entire
assault squad followed. They climbed the ditch up into the woods, advancing on
a wide front. Leander took long, precise steps forward, careful not to trip in
sudden depressions or to walk into any trunks in the dark. He stuck by Elena,
as he had said he would, and she marched alongside him. 


Bonde followed close behind them, and he
looked around himself as if with a keener eye than theirs. Perhaps his training
taught him something to look out for that Leander did not know. Cold,
slightly shaking, and feeling anxious in the dark, Leander tried to betray no
undue sounds or sudden movements. He wished he could see better in the dark.


As he advanced Leander scanned from side
to side, despite being hardly able to see a few feet in front of his nose, and
he kept his submachine gun raised in front of him, moving its barrel along his
field of vision as he surveyed. Around him the forest was thick with
trees, thin and tall and with bushy crowns but growing in clusters. He was
often reaching out with his gun and touching a trunk, and had to then weave
around it and several neighbors with great care to keep his feet from catching
on roots or slipping on a carpet of leaves, or his face from crashing into
wood. Marching, he lost track of time. 


The Sergeant’s electric torch pointed out the
direction in which they were headed, and gave the formation a center around
which to form. Leander and Elena would often find themselves too far from the
thin beam, and slowly moved toward it to keep in formation with it. Bonde
seemed unconcerned and marched confidently in his own path.


Leander sometimes heard or saw his comrades
in the squad, difficult as it was to make them out in the dark. They were
spread out wide enough, and part of such a larger formation, that it all seemed
very abstract. He was marching with a platoon that was part of a company, and
part of a battalion, part of a regiment. Leander imagined that there must have
been hundreds of troops treading through the forest just like them, rifles out,
a massive spearhead across the Djose. He was emboldened by this vision and felt
he had the upper hand, though he did not know the size of the enemy’s
formations. To him, company and regiment and division were still confusing and
vague words that others had only briefly taught him.


“Up ahead,” Elena said, in a voice just high
enough for Leander to hear.


They skirted around a line of trees and
bushes and found themselves able to see more clearly than before. Lanterns and
bonfires in the Nocht camp cast their light out into the forest, providing dim
illumination several meters from the camp. 


Elena, Bonde and Leander hid at the edge of
the lights, using the trees for cover from the camp, and used portable scopes
from their equipment pouches to investigate the clearing ahead. Through the
lens Leander could see a large tent camp, likely a branch of a bigger Nocht
operating base in the Djose wood. This was their intended target.


There were several men wandering the camp,
some in various tents established around the clearing, and others huddled
around their fires. Leander counted dozens of men, lounging and waiting, and he
knew those were only the ones he could see – more probably lurked in the tents or in
parts of the camp blocked from his sight. They were all fairly young looking,
pale men with bright eyes and hair, whose faces glistened with sweat by the
pyrelight. Leander thought some of them could be Cissean too. 


Mysterious objects, probably support weapons,
covered in green and brown tarps had been lined up to one side of the camp.
Stocks of supply crates littered the site, labeled in Nocht script
indecipherable to Leander’s eyes. Some had been pried open and partially unloaded,
their contents distributed; the majority, dozens in tall stacks, lay out in the
open.


 There
were mounds dug up, upon which Norgler machine guns
and Schnitzer light
field guns guarded potential approaches to the camp. Only one of these
positions faced Leander’s direction. 


More of his comrades stepped out of the
shadows and they grouped up at the edge of the wood.


“Put a flare over that Norgler, and then we
rush in.” Sgt. Bahir said.


Everyone in the squadron scrambled for their
flare guns, but Bonde already had his out. He raised it, and aimed over the
mound that the Norgler had been mounted on. He fired before anyone else could.
Sgt. Bahir called everyone to attention as the flare ascended over the Nocht
camp in a bright green flash that discolored the surrounding wood.


Within moments a red and a yellow flash rose
skyward from other sides of the camp.


 The
enemy troops had immediately noticed the flares, and reached for their rifles
or ran to their guns, but within moments they were suppressed by Ayvartan
shelling.


Heavy mortars set up behind them dropped over
a half-dozen shells into the camp from the safety of the truck convoy. Mortar
shells crashed around the clearing, smashing the Norgler position in front of
Leander and a nearby tent, setting ablaze a stack of crates and sending a group
of men near a pyre flying in pieces.  Enemy troops scattered into cover or
out in the open away from fragments kicked up by the remaining shells. 


Near the back of the camp the shelling grew
more inaccurate, but at least one shell hit a box of Nocht ammunition and
caused an explosion and a spreading fire that threw the camp into confusion.
The time was ripe for the attack to begin.


Sgt. Bahir raised his fist, and the squad
charged into the camp.


Leander ran toward the raised Norgler gun
mound, hoping to use the raised ruin for cover – it was the only thing close to
him. Many of his comrades had instead elected to run headlong toward the tents,
across wholly open ground at the edge of the clearing. Leander opened fire with
his rasha as
he advanced, barely raising it to his shoulder and hardly aiming. His bullets
hit nothing but the amount of fire kept several men pinned down behind crates
in front of him, and rendered their return fire panicked and ineffective.


Around the camp the Nochtish troops secured
weapons and tried to rally, shooting back at the advancing Ayvartans from
whatever cover they could scramble for. 


Their stray shots hit comrades still in the
open, but most of the squad penetrated the camp and took good positions, having
shocked the Nocht troops back. Soon the forest was livid with the popping of
submachine guns and the cracking of rifles. 


There was a sudden explosion in the south,
probably an HE shell from a defensive gun, but too far for Leander to do
anything about. He felt his sight narrow, and he prayed to the Zigan gods for
strong comrades covering his flanks, because his own mind would not let him see
anything but forward anymore, and he was losing the lay of the land. 


When he reached the wreck of the Norgler position
he dropped behind the mound, which covered him fully if he laid on his knees,
and took a deep, ragged breath.


Elena and Bonde dropped beside him, firing
tentative bursts into the crates ahead as they took cover, hitting no men but
suppressing several runners. Bonde gathered the companions in a little huddle
and gestured for their guns, and then a thumb behind his back. 


Leander and Elena knew what he meant, it was
simple enough. 


They nodded to one another, held their guns
up close and each took a preparatory breath of dirty, smoking air.  As
one, the trio rose from cover to shoot, unleashing several bursts downrange at
whatever seemed hostile in the embattled camp. Leander tried to brace his
barrel over the dirt, but the muzzle climb was considerable for his untrained
hands. He could not control the amount fired with each burst either. His
bullets flew wildly.


Opposition soon materialized in earnest. 


Across from them, three Nocht riflemen
huddled near the same troublesome stack of crates that had been repeatedly
punished during the advance, and from there they opened fire on Leander and his
comrades. The enemy leaned out, fired several rounds from their stripper clips,
and returned to cover to work the bolts on their rifles, loading new clips, and
then firing again, moving in precise rhythm so that one or two men were always
firing and the remainder could reload and prepare in the meantime.


Leander marveled at their discipline, and
wondered dimly if their hearts were pumping as hard as his, and if their
breaths came as intermittently. Their rifle rounds were more powerful than
Leander’s submachine gun ammunition, which was all pistol caliber, and a direct
hit would have bit through his plate armor. 


But enemy fire either flew over, bit
harmlessly into the dust on the mound or stuck into the skeletal remains of the
steel Norgler turret in front, crushed by the mortars. 


Meanwhile Leander and Elena sprayed lead into
the crates, to little effect.


 They
could not penetrate. 


They had a better rate of fire but not the
training to know how to leverage this.


Bonde, however, had taken notice of their
situation. When he dropped back to reload his submachine gun, he pulled on
Leander’s and Elena’s pants sleeves for attention. “Fire long bursts to keep
them hidden, and I’ll move forward and shoot them from another angle.” He said,
affixing a new drum to his gun. Elena dove back into cover and nodded; Leander
tapped his foot while shooting to show that he understood.


Leander took cover again, waited a moment. He
and Elena rose to a stand and opened fire on the crates at once. They timed
their bursts as best as they could to keep the enemy’s heads down. The Nocht
riflemen cowered behind cover, overwhelmed by the dozens of bullets flying
their way. While they weathered the storm, Bonde took off from the side of the
mound, running in a half-crouch out toward the line of covered objects.


He slid into cover behind what appeared to be
a field gun with a tarp over it, and had a perfect flanking angle on the crates.
Leander’s weapon dried, as did Elena’s, and the Nocht riflemen leaned out
again. But Bonde had them in his sights. 


When Elena and Leander dropped into cover,
Bonde started shooting, cutting through the riflemen mercilessly. Elena and
Leander heard the cries and saw the enemy’s weapons and helmets drop from
behind the crates as their bodies fell on the spot.


They had little room to breathe despite this
little victory. Battles occurred all around them, shots being traded in every
direction. Smoke and dust rose to form a fog of war. Leander found it difficult
to maintain awareness of everything happening. Their group, the twenty-five
riflemen and women in their truck, had attacked from the east of the camp, but
other squads of twenty-five now joined from several directions. 


In the distance they dimly heard another
crashing rounds of mortar shells, suggesting that their counterparts had begun
their own assault from the far west that would pinch the Nocht troops. Leander
and Elena ran out from the mound and crouched in front of the crates once
occupied by the opposition, pushing the assault forward.


They saw and ignored the enemy bodies,
flanked and struck down by Bonde, and established themselves behind the crates
with their weapons up and firing anew. Bonde could cover their right flank, and
to their left a tent had been knocked half down, and an Ayvartan officer
ruffled inside it for documents. They saw Ayvartan assault troops move up from
the south, pinning down the remaining Nocht troops and shooting them.


There was one last great crescendo of
submachine guns in the nearby area before silence seemed to fall for certain.
Sounds of gunfire became distant and the air around the camp stilled. The
immediate area looked clear. Sgt. Bahir crawled out of the tent beside Leander
and Elena and sat with his back to their crates, catching his breath. 


“Found nothing.” He told them. “But this
whole place was a big artillery dump. This’ll hurt ‘em bad tomorrow.”


Leander nodded solemnly, his head pounding.
“Orders, sir?”


“We’re gonna regroup, demolish all of these
ammo crates, then push north down that path–”


The Sergeant stopped, and suddenly urged them
to keep quiet.


“I hear it.” Elena said in fear, turning her
head every which way. “But where–?”


A whirring, rumbling thing approached
swiftly, its crunching wheels and engine noises drawing closer upon the camp. 


Sgt. Bahir seemed to recognize it and
screamed for everyone to disperse. 


Within moments the sandbags blocking a path
north of the camp collapsed under the eight wheels and sloped, battering face
of an armored car, the machine losing no speed as it charged into the camp. A
squat, sliding turret atop the back of the car turned its Norgler gun barrel
and loosed dozens of bullets every second. 


Leander hid without hesitation. 


Like a stampeding animal the car drove past
his position and charged south through the camp center. Leander peeked his head
and watched the machine overrun a fire team shocked dumb behind a low sandbag
wall, crushing the four of them under its wheels.


It swung around the edge of the camp, and
the Norgler howled,
puncturing crates and tents and cutting down soldiers behind their cover with
withering fire. Leander saw bullets perforate the tent beside him and fly past,
and he recoiled in fear, pushing against the crate with his back and scrabbling
with his feet as though he could move the entire stack and protect himself. The
bullets bit into the earth around him and kicked up tiny fragments of rock and
wisps of dirt that made him terribly nervous.


Elena shook him and grabbed him and tried to
keep him still. She finally seized his hand and led him to the other side of
the crate, where they huddled over the corpses of the Nocht soldiers Bonde had
killed and waited for the car to come for them as it circled around the camp.
Hidden from fire again Leander tried to catch his breath, his mind racing and
unable to settle on any course of action. Elena kept a nervous watch.


The armored car had hooked around the east
side of the camp, covering the path from where they had first approached, and
turned its turret right on them. It stopped briefly upon the Norgler mound
they had destroyed, one of its front wheels catching in the hole left by the
heavy mortar, all the while firing wildly around itself. 


Machine gun bullets penetrated the crates,
but luckily their silhouettes were hidden, and they were not the only targets,
so Elena and Leander went uninjured through the salvo. Bullets flew
inaccurately around them, grazing their heads and sides and chipping away their
cover; then the gun turned to suppress other threats, leaving them trapped but
alive.


“Without bigger guns we’re hopeless!” Leander
said.


“We have the mortars.” Elena replied. “Where
is the sergeant?”


“I don’t know!” Leander said, clutching his
chest in fear.


“He was right here with us when the car
attacked!” Elena said.


“Sergeant!” Leander shouted. He called out
again and again, but there was no response. He didn’t know what to do in this
situation – how did a soldier fight a vehicle head-on like this? He thought the
second that he tried to move in the open the armored car would reduce him to
meat in the blink of an eye. How did anyone survive a fight like this? How did
a person of flesh and blood ever possibly stand up to this monster?


“Sergeant Bahir, use the mortars!” Elena
cried out, looking desperate herself.


In front of them gunfire paused for an
instant. 


The Norgler machine gun atop
the armored car turned again to face the source of the shouts, the gunner
having heard Leander and Elena yelling behind the crates.


A burst of submachine gun fire bounced off
the armored turret before it could fire.


“Throw a grenade at the front!” Bonde
shouted, ducked behind the tarped weapons.


He leaned out from cover and fired at the
turret, his bullets threatening the gunner’s slits but never accurate enough to
go through. The turret turned to suppress him, gunfire puncturing the tarp and
plinking against the weapons. Bonde survived the volley, crawling between the
different tarped weapons while the Norgler tried to perforate
them. The line of fire slowly followed him, biting centimeters behind him as he
scrambled away.


Leander stood as tall as he could behind the
crates while still hiding from the Norgler, and he withdrew his
pipe grenade and pulled the catch on its handle. 


His hands were shaking and his eyes stung
with tears and dirt and even droplets of blood from tiny cuts delivered by
fragments. 


That moment before the throw felt impossibly
long, slow, and terrifying. 


He wound his arm and threw the grenade as
hard as he could at the front of the armored car. There must have been at least
twenty meters between them and the armored car, but the pipe hit the
driver’s viewing slit nonetheless, became stuck in it and exploded. 


Leander cowered like a child expecting a
strike, but his legs were shaking and he did not dive back behind the crates.
He saw the blast and the aftermath. The grenade punched a hole in the driver’s
compartment, blowing fragments and heat through the openings and mauling the
man at the wheel, leaving nothing but smoke and a smear on the seat. 


But the explosion cost the car as a whole
little integrity. 


Though shaken, the turret came alive again.


“Stay down,” Elena warned, her voice
quivering. They heard a click as the gun fixed itself on them. Leander could
not move, staring down that gun, and even if he could he had nowhere to go that
was safe. The crates had taken a beating, and would not last any longer. Elena
seemed to want to help him, but he waved his hand stiffly for her to keep down.
He had done everything he could, he thought. He grimly awaited the next volley.


Then a red flare rose high over the armored
car, illuminating the gunner’s slit.


Leander thought he saw a face, gasping in
horror before the shells fell.


With the driver dead the Armored Car could
not escape the barrage. Mortar shells pounded into the roof of the vehicle and
collapsed the turret, burying the gunner in shredded steel before it could
shoot, and crashed into the ground around the vehicle, rattling its wounds.
Fuel began to leak from it and the hull caught fire as a result of the
violence.


 Sergeant Bahir ran out from behind the nearby
tent, dropping a flare gun and urging Elena and Leander away from the car, and
shouting for Bonde to run. 


They fled, while the fire spread over the
ruined car and its fuel tank erupted. 


Fragments of armor plate and Norgler ammunition
flew in every direction as it exploded. Burning chunks of metal and torch-like
projectiles flew from the carcass, igniting the shell crates that moments earlier
had served so admirably as cover for Leander’s group. Bonde’s line of
tarp-covered guns were soon caught in spreading flames.


“Ancestors, what a mess,” Sergeant Bahir
shouted, looking over the remaining troops and the ruins of the camp. The
survivors of the assault and subsequent battle regrouped away from the fires to
quickly take stock of the situation. 


Three assault groups had participated in this
area, Leander soon found out. 


One had been wiped out almost in its entirety
– the first squad approaching from the south contended with both a Norgler and
a Schnitzer and
high-explosive fire from the latter weapon crushed the advancing troops. The
south-east squadron, which joined after the battle had commenced, picked up the
slack for them; Leander’s east squadron had luckily fought from the most
advantageous positions in the camp, and the mortar attacks supporting them
scored the most accurate hits on the defenders.


Leander gulped: in retrospect his own side of
the attack was terrifying, and he could not even imagine how the survivors of
the southern assault squad felt. He peered their way and they seemed a little
shaken, but standing, and they willingly joined a new assault group. Would it
later return to their minds that they had survived being shot at with
explosives?


And what about him? Would he himself vomit
with the realization that he stood face to barrel with a Norgler and
at any moment could have been cruelly butchered before it?


His eyes were tearing up, his mind distorted.



He wiped his face, and thought of nothing.
His mind and emotions came up a blank, as though his soul had been what
the Norgler fire
suppressed.


Sergeant Bahir was still lively, and he began
to deal out orders. “Gather up any stray Schnitzers, and point them
north. Keep six or seven shells around for each. We’re advancing. I’ve got more
Imperialists to kill. We’ll leave behind a few people to rig up the
Imperialist’s ammunition and supplies for destruction. You,” He pointed at
Elena, “You’ve got explosives in that pack, right? Leave them for the cleanup
crew before we go.”


Elena nodded and she did as instructed,
leaving behind her pack. She seemed relieved to be rid of it. Sergeant Bahir
ordered about ten people to stay behind, crewing two undamaged Schnitzer 37mm guns and setting
explosives around the stacks of crates and in the contents of overturned tents.



About forty other soldiers, including
Leander, Elena and Bonde, gathered around Sgt. Bahir and advanced north over
the toppled sandbag wall the armored car had run over to attack them. He
divided them into three teams that would spread out and follow the woods
around a path about five meters wide that ran downhill from the clearing
and into the forest. The path was an old woodland trail just flat enough and
wide enough for cars to move through, but the fire teams stuck to the treeline
on either side.


Everyone moved briskly, no longer caring what
they trampled over to make it from cover to cover. Without the element of
surprise they had to treat every stretch of wood as though the enemy was
charging to meet them. Electric torches cast wandering lights into the wood to
make up for the distance they had put to the Nocht pyres and lanterns in the
camp. Two people in each thirteen-gun squadron walked with a sidearm and a flashlight,
guiding the rest downhill. Eleven others stuck to their submachine guns.


As they advanced Leander saw flashes in the
west, flares and gunfire in the distance.


“The other assault group,” Bonde said. “They
haven’t found respite like us.”


No sooner had this been said that the respite
was at its end. 


From the gloom of the forest Leander heard
the clinking sounds of several grenades striking the carpet of twigs. He could
not judge the distance well, but nobody was about to risk being bombarded by
fragments. Everyone in Leander’s squadron took cover against the thickest,
closest trees they could find and steeled themselves. 


No explosion followed. 


A thick cloud of smoke rose from the forest
floor instead, and there was a din of running boots, moving in the cloud,
crunching leaves and twigs. Leander and Elena stuck shoulders to either side of
a big tree, put their backs to one another, and leaned out in preparation.
Nocht soldiers moved up in force, known at first only by the stomping of their
boots, and then by the cracking of their bullets, chipping bark off trees used
for cover.


After the first exchanges of gunfire the
battle grew pitched. Smoke grenades burst around the forest, some igniting
patches of dry leaves and creating dancing torches in the gloom. Assault teams
hunkered down and shot their Rashas and
pistols into the wood in the hopes of stemming the hidden tide. Nocht’s combat
presence grew from distant flashes and rustling movements through the fog; to
withering bursts of concentrated gunfire probing the Ayvartan’s cover; to
shadows, darting from tree to tree and charging ever closer to Leander and his
team. He directed tentative fire their way, hitting nothing.


Chaos unfolded in the thick wood. Leander
could have sworn that he had heard men fall and cry in pain, but nonetheless
the opposing ranks crashed into one another as though their numbers had never
thinned, and he found himself firing at gray uniforms so close that he could
discern everything about them. The battle lines were just a few meters from
each other, and it felt far more personal even than the battles in the well-lit
camp.


He saw the helmets, like coal pails, with a
projecting visor and a flared rim; faces white as chalk with piercing eyes;
great gray coats that seemed to hide their real shapes. 


Rather than Nocht carbines, many of the
soldiers Leander now faced returned fire with metallic SMGs, pinning him with
the same deadly bursts as the Ayvartan Rasha. 


Leander and Elena quickly found their backs
directly pressed to each other, both fully in hiding from intense gunfire. Wood
chips flew around them as gunfire struck cover.


“Watch your sides!” Sergeant Bahir shouted
through the storm. “They’re going to flank you! Ignore the gunfire facing your
cover and keep your flanks and backs guarded!”


Leander swallowed hard, realizing that he and
Elena were now a flank of their team, positioned by ill fate on the extreme
left side of the advance. 


He leaned out of cover and opened fire,
hoping he might dissuade Nochtish movement, but a retaliatory blaze from the
enemy forced him into hiding again. Nocht gunners fought back with precision,
while the Ayvartans had no coordination as to who was firing, who was
reloading, and how to advance. Without Sergeant Bahir screaming from somewhere
in the middle of the battle, there would have been no leadership at all.


Their squadron was concentrated, and had poor
angles on the enemy’s positions despite proximity. Leander could see Bonde and
many of his other squad mates crowding the adjacent trees, sloppily trading low
caliber gunfire with the enemy. 


A principal obstacle in front of them,
preventing them from advancing or dispersing, was a long, overturned tree trunk
serving as cover for crouched and seated Nocht troops, and guarded on either
side by Nocht submachine gunners in good cover behind standing trees. It was
from there that a rising gale of bullets kept Leander’s team pinned down. 


He could not see the positions occupied by
the other teams through the shadows and smoke, but he knew his own team was
gaining no ground at all.


“I’m throwing a grenade!” Elena told him
suddenly. “I hear movement over there!” 


She pointed out to their left flank, at an
indistinct series of shadows in the gloom that Leander assumed were more trees.
SMG fire raged in front of them and prevented Leander from leaning out to try
to spot enemy movement, but he was not about to doubt Elena if she thought they
were in danger. He nodded to her in acknowledgment.


“I’ll cover you.” He crouched and tried to
guard her as she primed.


Elena had a good arm, and reared back and
cast the grenade exactly where she had told him. It soared between a pair of
thin trees and over a series of cleared stumps. Within an instant
they saw the blast as a brief, powerful flash. They heard a crashing noise
from something heavy nearby, and a helmet flew out of the wood and rolled past
them.


Looking over the site of the carnage they
thought they could make out a corpse, sprawled over a tree stump with an
uninhibited view of Leander and Elena’s tree. He had been trying to circumvent
their cover, and Elena had managed to stop him.


They stared in shock, wondering whether this
was horror or fortune before them.


Emboldened by Elena’s throw, one of their
squad mates at Bonde’s side reached for his own grenade. He shouted, “Throwing
a grenade!” and signaled his intention to throw forward at the Nocht position.
Several other squadmates stepped out and fired fiercely to cover for him, while
Elena and Leander reloaded and attempted to join. 


But this maneuver would prove very
short-lived. 


Nocht gunners retaliated instantly despite
the suppressive volleys from his squadmates, and the man received a wound to
the leg as he leaned out to throw, and fell out of cover. His grenade rolled
out of his hands and barely left the battle line.


Nobody could reach out to save the man;
everyone hunkered down in a panic, as the grenade was primed and about to blow.
Leander cried out in shock and covered himself. Between the lines the grenade
went off, the trees fully absorbing the blast and fragments. When the squad
recovered their comrade lay butchered on the floor just centimeters away, and
the enemy gunners were mildly shaken and certainly far from dislodged.


Leander’s stomach tightened, and he could not
grip his weapon well. 


In the midst of the noise he remembered the
only other time he had ever felt so sick and hurt and fearing for his life –
once when his family had stopped to hunt wild boar in the woods of some lost
corner of Ayvarta, untouched by anyone but nomads for years and years. He had
never been allowed to go hunting, and was forced to stay with the girl
children. But one time he had ventured to escape and to find the hunters. 


Unfortunately for him, he met a wild boar
before they did.


He saw firsthand how one of the caravan men
killed it to save him. 


It was faster and stronger than them, a
massive beast against mere men, but it wanted Leander’s flesh, not theirs. They
dove upon it from behind and butchered it alive with their knives. Despite all
its brute strength the boar could not match their ferocity. 


Leander had not been able to move a muscle,
facing that hideous thing, but in his terror he had played a part in their
success. He had drawn the monster’s attention to himself.


“Elena,” he found himself saying, his voice shaking
and his Ayvartan tongue ever more accented and difficult to maintain, “You have
a sharp spade, a trench spade, do you?”


His grammar was becoming loose as well. Still
in shock, Elena nodded.


It was easily seen on her pack, and Leander
took it, hands shaking.


“What are you going to do?” She asked,
staring with wide eyes at him.


He did not respond, not with words. He did
not even breathe.


Leander dropped his SMG and stormed
unceremoniously out of cover. 


Running with desperate strength he tried to
circle the engagement, putting as many trees between himself and the enemy as
he could. He had to cover as much ground as he could while they were still
focused on the trees and not their flanks. The gun, the ammo, the grenades,
none of it would help him. He had to bet everything on his feet, his arms, his
foolishness, and the enemy’s focus – and on their primal fear of claws,
teeth, and melee.


He ran with his head down, vaulting over
stumps and roots, charging with both hands on his spade, held out in front of
him, swinging with his arms. For a foolish instant he believed he went
unnoticed, then bullets started to trail his way from the enemy’s right flank,
chipping pieces off the trees and striking the dirt as his feet left the
ground. 


He did not pause, he took no cover – he felt
as if his heart would seize up with the rush.


Around him the gunfire grew in intensity.


Stray SMG bullets ricocheted off the back of
his plate armor and off his shoulder with each enemy burst and he screamed in
pain and rage from the blunted impacts. He screamed to keep moving, his entire
body hurtling forward in a daze. He screamed to live. If his voice gave out, if
his mind froze up, his limbs would too and he knew he would die.


Through the firestorm he ran a dozen meters
to cover less than six, and it was like a writhing blur before him. Leander ran
the left flanks of the enemy’s position and charged toward a pair of guards
still firing at his comrades from behind the trees. He put his spade in front
of him and threw himself as fast as he could toward the two men.


One man looked over his shoulder and saw him
coming.


He ripped himself from his position, turning
in a panic and opening fire as Leander drew upon him. Rounds caught in the
metal assault armor, hitting Leander like rocks thrown at his stomach, but he
did not slow. He came crashing forward and swept the man aside, throwing him to
the ground and casting his weapon away into the shadows. 


Ayvartan fire resumed as Leander attacked,
chipping at the trees; the second SMG gunner turned away from the front and
fully around in time to meet Leander. 


He did not get to fire a shot.


Leander bashed his hands with the spade,
turning his gun to the ground, and bashed him across the head. His opponent
stumbled, hitting his back against the tree. Leander reared back and with all
the strength he could summon he drove the spade through the man’s mouth. The
sharpened edge split the cheeks and cut right through the back of the neck.
Leander thought he felt the tip slicing through bone and hitting wood.


From the ground the surviving gunner
witnessed the horror that had become of his squad-mate and crawled away on his
back. Leander ripped the bloody spade free from the corpse with both hands and
in one fluid motion he turned and swung again. 


With one horrible thrust he pierced the man’s
head across his nose.


There was silence for a few confounding
seconds before Leander was again aware of the gunfire, of the rustling in the
trees, of the distant blasts. He dropped his spade.


More pressingly, he had become hyper-aware of
his own body, trapped in it.


He sucked in air desperately, choking and
heaving. Every tissue in his body seemed to thrash and thrum with pain, blood
crashing through sheared sinews, muscles twisting, his tongue hanging out and
drooling. Rivulets of sweat felt like razors across his skin. He felt the
bullet impacts blunted by his armor across his back and belly and chest,
swelling and scorching. He kneeled helplessly over the corpses, about to vomit
in pain and trauma.


From the forest came a renewed stomping and
screams in a strange language.


Leander looked slowly up and saw figures in
the forest, staring at him like a beast.


“Kommunisten! Feuer frei!”


They brought their rifles up to shoot at him.


From behind him a hail of gunfire lit up the
figures, like fiery arrows in the gloom.


“Leander, we’re retreating! Leander!”


Elena knelt beside him, firing her submachine
gun into the woods and screaming at him. Leander lay dazed for a moment, while
his squadron moved up to the position behind the long overturned trunk, firing
into the woods and leaping over the cover. 


His distraction must have allowed them to
overrun it. 


He helped himself to stand by Elena’s
shoulder, hobbling to look around the tree he had charged. All of the men that
had impeded their progress lay dead, and his comrades hurried to pick the
officer among them for anything important. 


Bonde hurried up to the front, and took
Leander over his shoulder.


He looked Leander in the eyes and nodded,
smiling at him. Acknowledging him.


“I’m afraid we can’t take a token of this,
but we will remember it.” Bonde said.


They left the spade where it lay over the
corpses, and Elena took Leander’s other arm over her own shoulder. She tried to
smile at him too, but she was visibly more shaken than Bonde. Leander thought
that like him she was nearing the end of her composure. 


Something intangible that allowed them both
to fight as they had done until now was dangerously close to breaking. Leander
could hardly make sense of his own head anymore.


Sergeant Bahir screamed out from somewhere in
the forest: “All remaining flares, fire overhead to the closest enemy position
and retreat quickly! We need to cover our escape, we’re falling back to the
trucks. The enemy is livelier than we anticipated!”


Leander sighed pitiably, feeling a terrible
pain just doing that. 


It all had been for naught.


All at once the remaining flares rose skyward
from the depths of the wood, and were followed by a torrent of mortar fire from
the far-off road. Like stars falling from heaven the shells would scream down
behind them and light up the forest for an instant, forcing the imperialists
into hiding or tossing them like toys with direct hits. 


Joining the attack on the advancing Nocht
forces were captured Schnitzer guns from the camps in the rear,
lobbing High-Explosive shells over the retreating Ayvartans and deep into the
ranks chasing them. Many shells caught in the trees above Nochtish troops, but
burst into fragments and lit fires that nonetheless worked in the communist’s favor.


Leander did not look back, but the fire and
the marching he heard in the distance suggested to him that they had likely not
even chipped at the imperialist’s strength in the wood. Surprise had been their
only advantage and they barely left a scratch on the enemy.


Somehow the desperate retreat was not
overrun. Elena and Bonde hurried through the wood with Leander in tow, past the
clouds of smoke and the corpses of enemy and comrade alike. They rushed uphill,
and the Schnitzers were
abandoned and disabled with grenades. 


Leander asked to be put down, and on shaking
and hurting but still capable legs he ran alongside his comrades. His chest
felt like it would rip open from the inside whenever he breathed while running,
and he was soon feeling light-headed again, but he would not stop moving. He
did not want to be carried again. He hated feeling like a burden. 


Soon the group was deep into the forest, and
could see the lights from the trucks ahead of them on the road. They heard
resounding explosions at their backs as the imperialist’s stockpiles detonated,
consuming the remainder of their outer camps in an inferno.


Even that felt like a hollow victory. 


Everyone who reached the road pulled
themselves back into their trucks with bleak expressions in their faces, if
their face had an expression at all. Many soldiers seemed struck dumb with
glassy eyes and no understanding of their surroundings. 


Adrenaline now wearing off, Leander felt he
too must have looked confused and spent, struggling to raise his legs and climb
into the bed of a truck while feeling as though his body would rip itself apart
in the process. He had never felt so drained.


Of the 24 people who could fit in this truck,
there were only 8 left.


He settled uncomfortably on his bench,
playing with the catches fastening his armor at his shoulder. He knew his
binder was totally ruined under his clothes – he felt the itchy fabric sheared to pieces against
his chest. But he still wanted the damned armor off. He could not quite remove
it by himself, and was advised to wait until a physician could see him – the armor might have been helping to keep
him standing, his comrades told him. 


The truck rattled to a start, drove into the
ditch on its side and turned around back the way it came, toward Knyskna. It
had been many hours since they departed. Goblin tanks lobbed shots into the
length of the wood to stymie an enemy interdiction as the convoy drove forward
at full speed, the time for stealth and silence long since over.


Leander’s vision went in and out of focus. He
felt someone reach out to him.


“You did well, Leander. You were brave.”
Bonde said. “You too, Elena, you fought fiercely. All of us are still learning,
and right now the enemy is our only teacher. Today you conquered an enemy who
fought like he was born to do so. We were not born into this. But if we can buy
more time and fight like that, we can win. I know we can win.”


“Can we?” Elena said, sighing. “Nocht has
felt nothing short of invincible to me.”


“I’m not quite together enough to return the
optimism, Bonde.” Leander said.


“I’m just trying to lift your spirits up. You
did not fail by any measure today.”


The two of them looked skeptically at Bonde.


“I’m being serious with you two!” He said. He
took off his helmet, and ran his hand through his very short, closely cropped
hair, scratching. He showed them the helmet – a bullet had caught in it, a
hair’s width from his head. “All of us survived an ordeal today. All of us
cheated death today. Our continent has so many legends about this.”


“I’m sorry, but I’m a Zungu.”
Elena said, referring to people of Lubon or Cissean or Nochtish or Svechthan
extraction – “ivory-faced” – that were nonetheless native to Ayvarta.


 Leander was a Zigan so he already did not
fit the demographics particularly well. 


But he knew Bonde was an Umma, the most ancient people of the
continent, even more so than the majority Arjuns of
Ayvarta, examples of which were many around them.  


“I don’t know the legends,” Elena said, “and
I don’t really worship the Umma’s ancestors or the Arjun’s spirits. I just know
what I saw – and it looked like defeat.”


“Zigan folklore is even grimmer on this
subject.” Leander said, his voice beginning to grow weak again as the pain
across his chest flared up. “If you cheat death you owe him, and he will
collect far sooner than if you had lived a full and healthy life. Daredevils
are not rewarded among us. We are a cautious sort who try to avoid trouble.”


“Well, fine, then let’s not talk about
legends. I’m comforted by religion – but I understand a lot of communists are
simply not. If you need a reason to carry on, think of this.” Bonde said. “We
are free. We have our place in the world. They’re trying to take it away. There
is no other place for us like Ayvarta. That is why we must, and we will, keep
fighting. We do not exist anywhere else – what you
are here, Leander, you can be nowhere else. Same goes for you, Elena, and for
all of us. What we are here, will fight here or will die here. It has to win
here.”


Bonde’s words shocked him. He instantly
wondered whether Bonde knew those inalienable and difficult feelings which
Leander held about his body, about his soul – but of course he could not have.
What chance had he had to learn them? 


However, some of what he said rang true for
him in other ways. 


Leander remembered Gadi, the brightly-dressed
woman who accepted him into Bika. He remembered the people of Bika and his few
days living under the auspice of their generosity. He thought he’d had a place
with them in a way that he never had before. He was free with them. He felt
both a strong disgust and fear that Nocht had taken it all from him, but also a
growing strength to resist. He had to fight for it, all of them had to. 


He had to stand amid its ashes to preserve
his freedom if needed.


“You’re right about that, in more ways than
you know.” Elena said.


When they wanted to kill Leander, the
Nochtish men had screamed Kommunisten.


It was strange. His eyes began to water, but
not because of corporeal pain or the reverberations of gunfire and shells and
wailing death that played out inside of his skull. His tears were sentimental.
He felt the fighting so close now, much closer than ever before; each round fired
was being fired on the soil of his only home. 


He had been fighting for something borrowed
all this time, and it was becoming his now. But it gave him a strange kind of
courage too. Bonde and Elena both noticed him weeping, and they patted him in
the back and tried to console and comfort him, as their trucks drove hurriedly
back to Knyskna to prepare for Nocht’s counterattacks. 


They looked like they understood what he
felt. 


This was something common among them all now.
They were Ayvartans.


 


~ ~ ~


 


In the year 2030 D.C.E the Federation of
Northern States, “Nocht,” launched “Operation Monsoon,” as part of Generalplan
Suden, the invasion of the Communist southern continent of Ayvarta. Across the
twin dominances of Adjar and Shaila, Nocht deployed half a million troops for
their first wave, and held more in reserve. 


The largest concentrations of these troops
were the elite Task Force Lee in Shaila, whose Panzer and Panzergrenadier
divisions stormed quickly through Ayvartan defenses and seemed unstoppable as
they took land, bombed airfields, and drove back defenders.


Shaila was defended by Battlegroup Lion, an
army weakened by the policies of the national civil council parliament in
Solstice. Suffering crushing defeats, the bulk of its troops were encircled in
Tukino. In its darkest hour they were unable to defend Knyskna.










3.  A Beacon On The Horizon


 










24th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E.


Shaila Dominance – Tukino, Southeast
Shaila


 


Columns of smoke rose from once clear
and quiet fields of Tukino. 


Across the open and flat grasslands
columns of tanks traded shells, soldiers exchanged deadly fire out in the open,
and in the broad daylight the battle took on a surreal character. 


Burnt-out steel husks littered fields
of poppies, hemp and sunflowers. 


Winds grew silent; the bellowing of
cannons grew to become the dominant sound, followed by the ominous whining of
Nocht dive-bombers that painted the sky with their contrails. Reality seemed to
falter against the advancing war – color seemed to warp and the landscape grew
alien as each shell-fall kicked gray dust where there were once beautiful
flowers; as each field became littered with dead bodies and broken machines; as
the oil leaking from husks turned the earth black but the knees of thrashing
soldiers, struggling to escape, were still hidden amidst bright greens and
yellows of the surviving foliage.


Tukino was long over strategically,
but remained a decidedly uneven tactical match.


Outside the village, now little more
than a collection of blown-out building foundations, a line of Nochtish M4
“Sentinel” tanks stood in an unmoving spearhead. 


They watched the nearby woods,
spotting Ayvartan Goblin tanks charging at full speed, throwing themselves
toward out of cover and toward the village. The M4 was a medium tank, larger
than the Goblin, with a slightly sloped front, smooth curves along the hull and
a turret like an upside-down platter hosting a short but powerful 50mm gun. 


Approaching them, the Ayvartan Goblin
tanks looked pitiably small, like green crates on treads making a strange
effort to move, with turrets like oil drums and thin cannons that were no
visual match for the enemy. Whether they approached to do battle or escape, the
Nochtish tankers did not know. Having observed them before, they knew that Goblins
had only one way to penetrate M4 armor with their 45mm guns – luck and
proximity.


And they were just as lucky and came
just as close to the enemy while charging at full speed as they did while
trying to run past the line and escape their encirclement.


A massive barrage ensued, the dozen
Goblins scarcely stopping to fire and unleashing all they had upon the M4s.
Shells hurtled from across the field, crashing around the M4 tanks, soaring
over them into the empty village, smashing into their armored fronts. 


Armor-piercing ammunition bounced
harmlessly off the M4’s glacis; High-Explosive shells erupting around them
rattled the machines and their crews but dealt no grievous damage. Dozens of
shells challenged the Nochtish battle line but the M4s did not budge.  


The Goblins’ ceaseless, desperate
rolling attack was soon returned. 


M4 turrets turned with the constantly
moving Goblin tanks, aiming ahead before unleashing their salvo. Their 50mm AP
shells crashed through the Goblins’ thin armor and instantly destroyed the
little tanks, setting engines and ammunition ablaze, instantly demolishing
hulls. High-Explosive shells were equally effective, sundering tracks and
ripping apart turrets even on otherwise glancing blows. Under accurate fire a
dozen tanks were cut down to six in an instant, and only a few meters ahead
they became three.


No Ayvartan tank reached the Nocht
line –the closest died still fifty meters away.


“Gute Arbeit, Kampfgruppe!” A
hard voice cheered from Nochtish radios.


Across the village, atop a small hill
that still managed to command a view of the flat land around, Brigadier-General
Dreschner watched the skirmish from the magnifying scope mounted atop his
command tank. Though in the body of an M4, the gun “turret” on its large, boxy
superstructure was a fake that could not shoot. The M4 Befehlspanzer was
instead a rolling radio that allowed Dreschner to watch, command, and to share
in the jubilation of those who fought. Having congratulated his men, Dreschner
sank back down the cupola of his false tank and slipped into the commander’s
seat. 


For a tank the interior was roomy. His
dummy turret had merely a tube affixed to the exterior, so there was no gunner,
no cannonry mechanisms, and no ammunition stock crowding it. There was only
Dreschner, his silent driver, and his radio operator and her valuable
equipment, the medium for Dreschner’s orders, the voice carrying his will.


“Schicksal, disseminate orders. Four
companies will stay to aid the grenadiers in reducing the pocket, but I want
every remaining Panzer in Knyskna in two days.”


Karla Schicksal stiffly saluted the
Brigadier-General and turned anxiously back to her radio, slipping her headset
over her messy brown hair. Along the left portion of the crew compartment
the tank boasted a powerful radio system, and signals officer Schicksal quite
deftly operated its various components, manipulating signal strength and
frequency.


She picked up a small speaker and
began to recite the message over various frequencies over the next several
minutes. Her mousy and delicate voice, clearly pronouncing every word so
nothing could be misheard over the waves, was lost to Dreschner under the
protestations of the engine and the noise-dampening effect of his headset,
unless he strained to hear it. He had bigger things to consider at the time.


Next to him a map of the Shaila
dominance had been taped to the turret wall. 


Tukino was a large and clumsy red
circle, swiftly drawn in a moment of ecstasy. It was another grand victory.
Dreschner’s 8th Panzer division, alongside the 10th and 15th
Panzer Divisions, and with some help from the Taskforce’s
Grenadier infantry, had surrounded the bulk of the Ayvartan Battlegroup Lion’s
forces in the village of Tukino and in the wooded outskirts of the vast Djose,
separating them from Knyskna, the capital.


 This pocket was part of
Nocht’s favored strategy for defeating the Ayvartans, and indeed, for waging
war in general. Using his fast-moving forces Dreschner could surround the enemy
to prevent them from resupplying. So trapped, all they could do was throw
themselves at his troops, hoping to escape. Thus far, no one had managed it.


“Schicksal, have the men–”


The signals officer raised her hand,
bidding Dreschner for more time.


Below his seat, Karla continued to
talk and to fiddle with the transmitter, for longer than it should have taken
her to initiate the contacts he had requested. Dreschner pulled off his own
headset to better overhear her and soon rolled his eyes, knowing all too well
what kept her engaged so long with the radio equipment. Once she was through
with the radio, she pulled the headset back halfway off her head and just off
her ears, and looked up at him over her shoulder. For the most part he already
knew what she would say.


“Sir,” She cleared her throat a
little, and once sure she had his attention, she began anew and forced herself
to speak a little louder and faster than normal for her. 


“Commanders from the 12th Grenadier,
13th Grenadier, 4th Panzergrenadier and 15th Motorized Grenadier divisions have
expressed concerns about our departure. They would like to delay the action
until their rifle regiments have cleared the pocket and can be transported to
support the assault. According to them, the forces around Knyskna consist
mostly of suppression companies and recon elements that are holding down the
Ayvartans but will not be equipped to support a direct assault on the city
quite yet.”


“I will not be relegated to supporting
the infantry!” Dreschner said, his tone growing louder and icier. “We will show
the Oberkommando that the tanks will lead this new age of warfare. Ayvarta will
be the test for future war, and I will make my mark on it!”


“Yes sir.” Karla said, looking
perturbed by the outburst.


“Tell the infantry that the Panzers
will drive tonight, to make Knyskna by the 26th. If their boots cannot be
spared to join us, then so be it. That is the burden of leadership.”


Karla frowned a little. “In those
exact words, sir?”


“Of course not. You have a way with
politeness. Put it across to them.”


Karla nodded her head quickly, slipped
her headset back into place, and opened communication again. Dreschner cast
aside his own headset, knowing he might receive direct transmissions from the
Infantry commanders and finding the very thought of it wholly mortifying. He
was surrounded with stultifying fools and pitiable enemies, but if he could put
on a good show regardless, his future would be sealed with a gold stamp.


Moments later, she turned over her
shoulder again. “They acknowledge, sir. Limited elements constituting perhaps a
battalion of rifles might join you late in the 27th.”


“Good. It is better for us this way.”


“Yes sir.”


“Don’t you agree? You might not be a
real soldier, but you’re still a part of this.”


“I have no authority to comment, sir.”
Karla said carefully.


“Ach, how painfully dull a response,
my dear.” Dreschner laughed.










26th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


Shaila Dominance – Knyskna City, Shaila Dominance


 


“Comrade Gaurige! Comrade Gaurige, please
come in now!”


It took Leander a moment to recognize his own
name in the early dawn. 


Since the trucks returned to Knyskna with
remnants of the failed assault (“strategically inconclusive”) Leander had sat
against a sandbag wall at the edge of what was once the plaza staging area. Now
it became a place full of the wounded, waiting their turn. 


There was a priority based on the severity of
the injured. Those bleeding, vomiting or otherwise dramatically hurt were the
first taken and accommodated, while the bruised and battered waited. Doctors
operated largely in the basements of nearby buildings or inside partially
ruined buildings, hidden to insure some measure of safety from air strikes.


But for the past day, Noctish planes had been
content to leave them alone.


Perhaps they were kept busy with the
destruction of Shaila’s air force.


There was a war happening, somewhere; but
right now Knyskna had a respite.


At first Leander had been throbbing all over,
but the wait grew soporific enough that he nodded off and his whole body shut
off any sensation of pain. He struggled to stand up after hearing his name,
feeling an intense prickling feeling spreading through his numb limbs. Elena
helped him to his feet, but he ambled the rest of the way, waving her hands off
him and gently assuring her that he could walk and that he was quite fine. It
was less than thirty slow paces to the field hospital, a repurposed old
memorial museum. 


Inside the building several curtains and beds
had been put up to give each soldier some space and privacy. There were several
dozen occupied beds, and behind the blue curtains Leander heard haunting cries
from the gravely wounded as they tried to rest. 


Much of the building’s second story had
been purposely destroyed to give the appearance that it had been wrecked by an
air-strike. It seemed to work, so far.


Elena waited outside, while a field medic
working as an aide led Leander into a curtained-off area at the back of the
long, wide room and helped him to his bed. He helped undo the clasps and remove
Leander’s armor, but Leander waved him off doing any more. 


Gracefully he departed, and was soon replaced
by a civilian physician, an older woman with her half-white, half-black hair
tied into a bun, and slightly weathered look to her face, with the beginnings
of black bags under her eyes, and slight wrinkles around her mouth. She smiled
gently for him, and he felt self-conscious about the situation. He had not
found the time in Bika to see a doctor, Nocht had attacked too soon after his
arrival.


“Hujambo,” She said, holding out
her hand. Leander shook it. Her grip was weak. Leander thought she must have
been very weary. “I’m Doctor Agrawal. I apologize that it took me this long.
I’ve had to be a doctor even to other doctors in this disaster – we are
dreadfully understaffed. What is your name, comrade? I’m required to keep a
record.”


“Leander Gaurige.” He said, a bit more
tersely than he wanted.


She sat next to him on the long bed, and
wrote down his name on a clipboard.


“I used to be the Chief of Knyskna Public
Health.” She said. “Used to. Due to the circumstances I am your field medic
today. So I want you to know you’re in good hands.”


Leander nodded stiffly. He was still very
guarded. He didn’t know how she might react.


Noticing his demeanor, the doctor sought
consent from him. “Would you be willing to undress? I can turn around if you’d
like, but to treat you I’ll have to see you disrobed.” She said gently. Her
tone of voice suggested their conversation would be private.


“Doctor, I have a– a unique
condition, I think.” Leander hated this the instant he said it. He hated
thinking of this as a pathology, as if it were some disease. He knew there must
have been a better way to talk about how he felt, about the stress between what
people would think of his body and the facts of the person he knew that he was.
But he could not find the words, and they felt ever more distant each time he
sought them out.


“I am here to treat whatever ails you,
comrade.” Dr. Agrawal replied.


“This is a little different than what you’re
used to, I think. It is not just wounds.”


“I promise you that no matter what, I will
tend to you.” She said.


Leander put indecisive hands over the buttons
of his muddy green field jacket and undid them bit by bit. He threw it off
unceremoniously, and pulled his undershirt over his head, ruffling his black
hair. He looked down over his chest, where the old breast binder was gnarled
and ripped, and he undid it completely and cast it off his breasts. 


Across his shoulder, around the right breast
and over his stomach there were deep purple bruises from the hideous impacts of
the bullets over his armor. 


None of them had penetrated, but they had
each felt like punches from a stone fist. 


Leander fought off the urge to cover himself
again as the doctor examined his wounds. She first pressed over his bruised
shoulder, and extended the arm linked to it. She offered no comments until she
returned his arm to a neutral position.


“No bone fractures. You were lucky, comrade.
Or perhaps, that armor is good quality. I want to check your ribs now. Can I
touch there? I will not if it is uncomfortable to you.”


Silently, Leander nodded. He turned away his
head while the Doctor pressed against his belly, between and under his breasts.
It stung when she pressed the bruises, and when she tried to feel the outline
of his ribs with her fingers, and Leander grit his teeth a few times and tried
not to flinch from it. His heart quickened as she pulled away and wrote
something on her clipboard. Gently she made eye contact with him and smiled.



“No bone fractures. No bullets managed to
bite skin either. I will make sure you have some pain medication and ice, and
you will rest here until tomorrow, Leander. In a week or two the bruises should
be gone, and the pain will subside much sooner.”


Leander nodded. He removed his shoes for
comfort, and sat more upright. 


Clearly the doctor had no agenda toward him.


This emboldened him, even through his
feelings of exposure.


Dr. Agrawal laid the clipboard at the far
edge of the bed, and hesitated a moment before speaking. Leander watched her
with a bit of trepidation, trying to anticipate what she might say. “Now, if
you’re comfortable with it,” She began, “we can talk about what is stressing
you, with regards to your identity. I will admit, I understand this problem
only superficially, but I can refer you to a colleague of mine who might be
able to help you.”


This was something Leander expected – even in
the best case scenario that a doctor accepted what he was going through with a
gentle hand, how could they know what to do about it, when he himself was still
finding his own way? Despite this he breathed a sigh of relief. He had expected
some kind of cruel reprimand of the sort that the caravan had given him on that
distant day he left them. But Dr. Agrawal did not look at him with the unkind
eyes still floating in his memories. She seemed to genuinely accept him as he
was.


“What kind of help?” Leander asked. He felt a
little morbid about his next thought, but he said it earnestly nonetheless.
“Could this person remove my breasts for example?”


“I believe she could. My colleague
Willhelmina Kappel is conducting research on how male and female minds and
bodies develop to certain characteristics – and how
those characteristics can be changed when people desire to change them. She has
written about experiences like yours before. You’re not the only one who has
gone through this.”


Leander, slightly bewildered, nodded his head
quietly to acknowledge her.


“She has a name for what you might be
experiencing, Leander. And I stress that I’m not an authority on this, but she
calls it dysphoria, I believe. In Kappel’s papers she talks about a feeling of
stress and even pain arising from feeling out of place with the physical sex
and associated gender that is assigned to the person at birth, and toward which
they feel distance as they uncover their real identity. Does that sound
familiar?”


Leander nodded solemnly. It was strange to
hear a word for what he felt; a word someone had invented to describe him. He
did not know and had never heard of Wilhelmina Kappel. However, the feelings
the Doctor had clumsily described distantly mirrored him. He could see himself
through that lens. Some of the fog around his emotions began to clear.


“Is this making sense? I’m sorry if it’s just
a lot of babble from me. I don’t want to be disrespectful, but I don’t know as
much as Dr. Kappel about how to make things more comfortable to you. I’m afraid
even our society is still in the early stages of this understanding. But– I can get
you a chest brace to replace your binder for now.”


Dr. Agrawal pointed over her shoulder, where
behind the curtains there were crates and closets of medical supplies ready to
be picked through. Her clumsy little smile made Leander laugh. She was being
very warm to him. He certainly would feel more comfortable with a chest brace.
It would probably be sturdier than his old binder in the middle of a fight.


In the middle of a fight. Leander felt foolish with the realization
of where he still was.


“Now, there is another thing I can do.” Dr.
Agrawal said, sounding more serious. “I could arrange for you to be evacuated
to Solstice, by writing you a discharge saying you need complex treatment I
can’t perform. The nature of the treatment need not be revealed unless you want
it to. I doubt many around here would care to know, given the present
circumstances. You could meet Dr. Kappel in person. I’m sure she would love to
see you.”


“I would be deserting the battle.” Leander
said. “My wounds aren’t grave.”


“I understand that feeling. You can think
about this today and give me your answer after.” Dr. Agrawal said. “I don’t
want to plant the seeds of any decision for you, but just know that the option
is there, and that there is no shame in it, Leander. I’ll get your brace.”


Leander nodded in response, and the doctor
left his side and crossed the curtain. He felt more energized and positive than
before, though the pain from his wounds had grown now that his body was awake
and had acknowledged his injured state again.


 He had
a difficult decision to make, but the positive attitude shown by the doctor had
exceeded all of his expectations. Perhaps he had not much to fear with regards
to others understanding him in Ayvarta. But he was still in the middle of a war
here.


When the doctor returned, she helped Leander
don the brace – it was originally designed to help those with
chest deformities, but it worked just fine in creating an impression of a flat
chest for Leander. He loosely dressed in his undershirt and jacket, and laid
back in bed to relax. Soon he was brought ice bags for his bruises, pills for
the pain, and a boxed ration with some slightly bland curry. 


Surrounded by blue curtains indoors, he lost
his sense of time after a few hours. He soon fell asleep, with his stomach full
and a comfortable and dimly-lit place to lie, his mind dizzy from the medicine,
and his exhaustion catching up.


 


~ ~ ~


 


Shaila Dominance – Djose Wood, Knyskna Region, Shaila


 


“Those fools! I cannot believe this!
Worthless to the last pair of boots!”


Dreschner shouted from his cupola for several
minutes, cursing everything that he could get his eyes on, and then he stormed
off the tank entirely and disappeared from sight.


Like the sound of a rolling barrage,
Dreschner’s screaming wandered far away.


Heaving a sigh of relief, Karla Schicksal
savored the relative silence.


She climbed out of the command tank, first
stepping up a foothold and onto Dreschner’s abandoned little throne where the
gunner’s space would otherwise be, and then pulling herself up and out of the
cupola at the top of the tank. Dreschner had ordered the tank stopped in the
middle of a small clearing that lay at the edge of the nearby forest base,
guarded by a battalion of recon soldiers from the 14th Jager
Division.


It was morning, but the forest was still
dusky and nondescript, the clearing painted with only a light glaze of orange
and the surrounding trees gray and black. Their base was a horrific mess. A few
men wandered about in a dazed patrol around mortar shell craters and long
clusters of burnt-out crates all around the camp. They had been attacked last
night.


She sat atop the would-be turret, wiping
sweat from her brow and hair and pulling a cigarette and a lighter from inside
a small silver tin in her hip pouch. 


On the tin there was a cartoonish picture of
an obsolete M1 tank, and the words Gib
dir Mühe, mein Mäuschen! Inscribed under it. Her lighter
matched the tin. 


She chuckled as she lit the cigarette.


It was the first time in almost a dozen hours
that she had a break out of the tank.


She held the cigarette up to her mouth, her
fingers forming a ‘V’ in front of her lips.


Some of the men wandering about stared at her
atop the tank. 


Schicksal thought herself not much to look
at, with messy brown hair and dull black eyes, a poor posture and fairly small
figure. She envisioned herself smiling all smug at the boys and telling them
something sexy and coy, perhaps curling one leg over the other like a hot pinup
girl. In reality she kept quiet and looked down at the grass, adjusting her
glasses with her free hand and returning only scattered glances when the men
turned away.


She sucked on the end of the cigarette,
savoring the hit of cheap tobacco smoke.


In the distance Brigadier-General Dreschner
reappeared, stomping his way back to the tank, looking at every man about him
as though he wanted to rip their throats out with his teeth. He was a lanky man
with an angular face, made to appear thicker than he was by the big gray
officer’s overcoat that he wore, with its large, unadorned, almost industrial-seeming
black epaulettes and big broad sleeves. His high-brimmed officer’s hat was
adorned with a gold cross and the wings of an otherwise disembodied eagle.


“Can you believe this Schicksal?” He shouted
toward her, though to her relief, not explicitly at her,
“These idiots allowed the enemy to ravage all of our supplies!”


“Would you like a cigarette, sir?” Schicksal
replied, and held her tin out to him.


“Would I like a cigarette?”
He shouted suddenly and threw up his hands, shocking her. He put his hands down
from the air and over his face. “Fine. I’ll have one.”


Schicksal forced a little smile for him and
leaned down from atop the tank, holding the lighter in one hand and the tin in
another. Dreschner picked a cigarette, put it in his mouth, and lifted his head
up. Schicksal dutifully lit the cigarette for him, and then pulled herself back
upright. The Brigadier-General leaned back below her, against the tank.


He coughed a little bit of smoke.


“Is this what they give you in the rations
these days? It’s terrible. Did they make these in a Mamlakhan slum? I’m going
to put in an appeal over this,” he said.


After a little laugh, Schicksal replied, “It
would be appreciated, sir.”


“I like your tin. Very whimsical depiction of
the M1. Who made the inscription?”


To think he had noticed her crappy little
tin. Schicksal tried to draw a little more strength to her voice – Dreschner
would always harangue her about speaking too softly. “My mama and papa, sir! My
papa was a tank man, sir. He drove a Vaterland
in the old war, and then he drove an M1 during the first islands conflict and
the rebellions.”


“Oh, ho! So he served during the very
inception of the tank. Incredible.”


“Yes sir. Back when they still called it the
‘Kavallerie’
and not ‘Panzerdivisione’.”


“His service did us all proud then.”


Schicksal made no reply, and simply nodded.
Deep down she hated this assumption that her father was some hero and that it
was all good and patriotic for him. Her father had been badly burnt in an
explosion of his tank, of which he was the only survivor. Her mother told her
it changed him forever. The little tin that he gave her and its inscription was
a rare bit of good humor from him before he saw her off to her present
destination.


“And they call you ‘little mouse’, your
parents? That’s their nickname for you?”


“Yes sir.” She said, before taking a long
drag of her cigarette.


Dreschner laughed. “It is appropriate,
Schicksal! No offense intended.”


“None taken, sir.” Schicksal said, fidgeting
a little with her cigarette.


“I hope they are proud! You are making panzer
history, just like your father.”


She was lucky to have this job at all. Women
were not allowed on the frontline, normally, except for
two positions: medics and radio operators. 


And only because the technocrats in power
over the government and military, with their high-tech tests and polls and
research, and their cabals of number-crunching eggheads poring over it, testing
and retesting like the robots in
the pulp books, had discovered that women performed better than men in those
two positions. 


Just those two – so sayeth the
Lord’s numbers.


Anything to be out of the house, to be somewhere,
doing something herself.


“Yes sir,” she said dutifully. “If I may ask,
where does history next take us?”


Dreschner dropped his cigarette and stepped
on it. He crossed his arms and bowed his head. “We will have to postpone the
attack on Knyskna until tomorrow at the earliest, and that is optimistic. We
cannot mount an assault on the remnants of our Panzer’s transit fuel. 14th Recon is a mess, and
I will not allow our operations to be further disrupted because these fools
cannot keep their eyes on the trees. The Grenadiers will guard our rear.”


“Alright sir. Would you like me to
communicate the new orders?”


“Please do. And put them across nicely. Have
you any thoughts on the plan?”


“I don’t believe myself qualified to speak on
it.” She said meekly.


Dreschner shook his head and laughed. “I
thought you were finally opening up!”










27th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


Shaila Dominance – Knyskna City


 


Leander slept soundly through the day, an
unknown dream carrying him across daylight, and toward the eerie midnight hour
where one date became the next. 


It was a creeping chill that finally woke
him, a dry, cold feeling seeping through the thin blanket. He lifted himself up
and stared from his bed, unfocused eyes scanning around his little curtained
room. He yawned and stretched out. 


Beside him, he was surprised to find Elena
sleeping on a chair, seated in reverse; the chair’s backrest was turned to face
him and she had her head and chest pressed against it. 


Flickering candlelight played across her
uniform, but most of her face remained concealed in shadow.


“Are you awake?” Leander asked softly,
stretching to tap her shoulder.


Her head snapped up, her short red hair
flipping for a moment before falling again over her ears and forehead. Clearly
she was awake now. Leander drew back
reflexively.


“Oh, I’m sorry, I overreacted! I’m a restless
sleeper.” Elena said.


“Perhaps you need the rest even more than I!”
Leander chuckled.


“No, it is fine, it is fine. Here, I have
something for you.”


From out of her unbuttoned jacket she
presented Leander with a boxed ration, likely from the same origin as the curry
he ate before. He felt pangs of hunger previously unknown from just staring at
it, and with a hushed thanks he accepted the gift. He ripped open the box and
inside found several breaded, fried cauliflower and potato balls. He ate a few,
and they tasted a little bland and stale, with too much dough. They were also
rather dry. He felt as though he had been wandering a desert, his mouth dry and
his throat itching.


Elena read his predicament and pressed her
flask into his hands. He flipped open the cap and took a long drink from it,
nearly retching from the cloyingly sweet wine.


“Our supplies leave a lot to be desired,
don’t they?” Elena laughed.


Leander sighed. “I don’t remember Arjun wine and pakoras tasting
this poor.”


“Do not inspect the box! The packing dates on
these are frightening.”


Leander chuckled. “I appreciate your company,
Elena. Did they let you in easily?”


“I volunteered to help, so I carried a lot of
boxes and helped administer bandages and deliver food today. Then I told them I
was part of your squadron and they let me stay here.”


“So you’re finally part of the medical corps
then? I’m sure you’re happy.”


Elena offered a weak little smile. “No, I’m
afraid I’m still stuck a riflewoman.”


They talked in hushed voices, mindful of
waking the rest of the field hospital. Elena was thankfully uninjured – she opened
up her coat more, and pulled up her undershirt a little to show her flat belly,
without a mark on it, and her pale shoulders, also untouched. As an amicable
exchange Leander showed her the safest bruise he could reveal, the one on his
shoulder. She gasped at how broad and purple it was. If she noticed the brace
beneath his undershirt she made no comment on it. Leander thought this was for
the best.


“Does it hurt much now?” Elena asked, staring
dejectedly at his shoulder.


“Not at all.” Leander said. In reality there
was still a bit of dull pain.


“You received so many impacts. It’s a miracle
you had any strength to move!”


“I’m not sure what came over me, myself.”
Leander said. He grinned nervously.


“It was an amazing sight!” Elena said,
betraying a touch of awe. “You ran off with my shovel and suddenly all the
enemy’s attention seemed to be on you. But it was well timed. Bonde rallied
everyone to try to cover you, and then led a charge when Nocht soldiers tried
to pull out of their positions to go kill you. We just rushed the men behind
the overturned log, they were pinned down, and we slaughtered them where they
sat and stood.”


While she was excitable about it, these
events still held some discomfort for Leander, and he found it hard to meet her
gaze while she recounted them. He felt frightened and in awe at himself, as
though he were judging a different man for these exploits. 


He had been raised to be calm and cautious
and meek, to avoid fighting and to especially avoid a close, brutish
confrontation. And yet, he’d stuck those soldiers with his shovel like he had
seen wild pigs stuck by the caravan men. 


He looked at his hands with ambivalence. 


He was a soldier, and he had been terribly
scared, and he had to defeat his enemy. But he wondered if there was anything
more to the events – if there was more to him, in relation.


His discomfort always seemed a lot more
visible than he thought it would be. He was bad at masking his emotions, and
Elena saw through his mannerisms even in the dimness of the room. “I’m sorry, I
don’t mean to glorify what happened to you. I hope you’re ok.”


“I’m alright.” Leander said, a little feebly.
“Just a bit shaken still.”


“That is understandable. For all of us that
was a terrible night.”


“Do you know why we turned back?” Leander
said. Circumstances colored his perception. He had a hard time seeing himself
as a hero, or his charge as admirable, when they retreated directly after he
took action. That was not how the stories went.


“I do know now. I heard the officers talking,
earlier today. It was no fault of ours that the attack was called off. A very
sizable amount of the Battlegroup’s forces, five divisions total, had been
defeated and encircled in a battle in Tukino, south of here. Fifty thousand
troops in the pocket. This happened many hours before our assault on the wood,
but word only reached us when the attack was already underway. We were pulled
back then.”


Leander was astonished. Pocketing was a
deadly tactic – a surrounded unit could not receive food or
fuel or ammunition and would surely be destroyed, if not immediately then
within days, as their bullets dwindled and their vehicles gave out. A pocket of
50,000 was an unreal number to him. It was like hearing that the entire army
had just collapsed in a single day. He did not know how right he was –
unbeknownst to him a Battlegroup was only 100,000 troops at most. Elena had
made it quite clear to him why they had to retreat.


After sharing this morbid news, Elena was
quiet for a time. Leander offered no replies.


They heard murmuring from other curtained
rooms, but could not make out the words.


In Leander’s head a number of questions
floated, suspended far away from their answers. He had joined the army out of a
sense of duty and gallantry. How could a man run from battle, when he had
nothing else to give for his community? 


That was what he had thought, dimly and
distantly and foolishly, the day that he heard news of the invasion, and knew
that his little village, Bika, was about to be overrun.


He scarcely fought then, and he had scarcely
fought every other day until the battle in Djose. There was a picture of
himself that was forming, put together from all kinds of disparate pieces and
still missing many others but trying to give itself shape.


He was not sure he liked it – and not
sure he had control of the pieces.


Leander laid back in bed, stretching his
arms. Elena looked at the wall, as though trying not to watch too uncomfortably
close. He hated that nervous distance he felt, but he also knew they hardly
knew each other. They had known each other for less than a day’s time.


At last however, Elena inched her chair a bit
closer, and made an earnest expression.


“Leander, it might be too soon to say we’re
friends, but we are comrades. Is something bothering you? If you are merely
tired I can leave you to rest; but otherwise–”


“I’m just a little mixed up about everything.
It’s all a shock to me still.”


Leander replied quickly, and took Elena a
little aback. She smiled softly.


“I can understand that.” She said. “I don’t
really know how to feel about all of this – I think in
my head, I’m still not able to treat my surroundings with the gravity they
deserve.”


Leander worked up the courage and put across
to her what was really on his mind.


“Had you the opportunity, would you leave?
Would you evacuate Knyskna?”


“To where?” Elena asked. She shrugged. “I
think the war will catch up anywhere.”


Leander gulped. That was not really what he
had wanted to hear her say.


“Just anywhere, away from Knyskna. Have you a
goal you want to strive for?”


“I don’t have much anymore.” She smiled
wanly. “Which is why I volunteered for the army in the first place. I don’t
know what has become of my past life at all.”


It was strange to hear someone refer to,
potentially, their family and friends and their place in the world as a lost
collection of things, a past life. It felt cold and
glib. And yet, he also felt that he should not have had that reaction – after all,
his own life had become just such an assortment. Disparate people and things
and connections, all wavering in a place beyond being, alive only on the
surface of his mind when he recalled dark times.


“I preferred the medical corps because I
thought that I had a better way with people than weapons. But who knows – I shot a
few men last night. And I did not even blink. Maybe I’m not the best judge of
my own capabilities anymore. Like I said, I’m feeling very adrift lately,
Leander, so I don’t really know what to say. I’m very sorry.”


Elena looked at Leander as she said this,
with her same sad little smile. 


Leander had thought her more complete than
him, somehow more put together and in control, but in reality they had all been
swept up in the tide. The events around them seemed eerily transformative, and
he did not know where they would lead. 


Before the war, Leander had known that he was
a man, but not what kind – he had not given that particular point any
thought. When he looked back on the night of the attack on Djose, it felt
eerily defining, as though within that chaos he had taken steps toward becoming
a certain kind of man without even
knowing it.


All of them had been robbed by the war,
robbed of what they were in so little time.


There was still something for him though.
There was a beacon on the horizon.


“I want to go to Solstice, the capital,” he
said, “I might have an opportunity to go.”


Elena did not press him to explain. 


She stretched out her hands over his own in
solidarity and did not question him further, for which he felt incredibly
grateful. She was better with people than she thought. 


“Solstice is beautiful. If you want to see
it, then you should take the chance and go. It’s your life, Leander. You should
not let anyone pressure you to do anything.”


He felt a pressing need to reply. “Elena,
I’ve felt as though for the longest time, I was living a hand-me-down life.
These past few days have been the first week of my life;
my life, like you said. But I feel like I’m still finding myself, like I’m
still without control of myself. There might be someone who can help me in
Solstice, but if I leave the battle–”


He paused, out of fear and stress of
admitting to himself any more, but he did not have to continue. Elena nodded
solemnly, understanding what he had left hanging. 


A foreign army was out to do god-knows-what
to Ayvarta – conquer it or smash it or enslave it, who
knew? The monsters in the gray uniforms were on the march, and Leander saw an
increasing possibility that there might not be a Solstice in the future for
him. 


A dark hand loomed over his beacon, that
beacon on his horizon, and it was about to douse the light that had finally
promised to lead him to paradise. What would they do to the city? What would
they do to this Dr. Kappel? What would they do to Leander Gaurige?


“You are putting a horrible burden on
yourself if you want to save this city.” Elena said. “I think Knyskna will fall
no matter what. The decisions leading up to that are out of our control. We’re
just rifles. I’m not saying you should leave or stay. There might be more
chances to leave if you want to wait. Then again, we might not see them if you
do.”


“Everything feels like it’s leading me to a
decision right now.” Leander said glumly. “There is someone in Solstice I want
to meet, Elena. A doctor, who can help me with something important. I’m not
sick or anything, mind you; I don’t want you to worry; but I need to meet her
nonetheless. Despite this, part of me desperately wants to stay and fight.”


“I understand. But tell me this. I know your
reason to leave; but I want to know, why does that part of you feel like you must
stay here?” She asked, holding Leander’s hands.


Leander did not have to think it over much
more. “I would be a coward if I left.”


She squeezed his hand in solidarity. “You are
very mistaken about that, Leander. You are not and would not be a coward. And
you should not stay if that is your only reason.”


Leander sighed a little and laid back on his
pillows. In his mind everything he was thinking twisted into a storm, and his
thoughts felt heavy and hard to escape. He had acknowledged their existence and
they would not leave him alone. 


Though he wanted so badly to take Elena’s
soothing voice as the unvarnished truth and to believe in everything that she
said, so much of his mind was filled with doubts, a cascade of them, and he
felt physically incapable of ignoring them all.


“Thank you. I’m sorry for being so glum. I
feel completely drained.” Leander said.


“It’s fine. I’m here to listen!” She said.
“But you should probably get some rest.”


She turned her chair around, to sit the
proper way, except she extended her feet onto the bed, and cushioned her head
with her hands. Very soon she had nodded off again, almost as quickly as she
had closed her eyes, leaving Leander to the whispering voices, indistinct under
the night wind. Lulled by trying to make out what they were saying, whether
they heard or understood, whether they judged or approved, Leander fell into a
restless slumber, the pressure of his decision mounting even in his sleep.










28th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


Shaila Dominance – Outskirts of the Djose Wood


 


In the darkness of the early morning the 8th
Panzer Division prepared for battle.


Across the edge of the Djose wood, facing
Knyskna, the Panzertruppen established three large staging areas.
Fuel, ammunition and spare parts were gathered and jealously guarded in these
three camps. Tank crews waited idly beside long rows of dormant tanks.


A majority of
their vehicles were M4 Sentinel medium
tanks with curved bodies and pan-like turrets, supported by small
hosts of squat M3 Hunter assault guns,
characterized by the unfortunate position of their main 75mm gun – on a
recessed portion of the glacis to the right side of the machine. This
arrangement gave the gun little horizontal traverse. 


Engineers busy with tune-ups and repairs
rushed across the aisles of machines to make their very final inspections and
preparations, and marked all machines ready to fight. 


Their attack would begin in the afternoon,
under a centered sun.


Knyskna, or at least the outskirts, was
suitable territory for them. 


Surrounded on three sides by the Djose wood – and in
turn by the three camps established in advantageous positions – the land
between forest and city was flat and broad territory that gave the Panzers terrific
sight lines toward the outermost Ayvartan defenses. 


Six Panzerkompanie had been gathered to commence
the assault on the city, while four remained in reserve. One thrust of three
companies would attack first, to be joined in the late afternoon by a second
wave of three companies – one company would attack from each of the
camps and divide the enemy defenders’ already limited resources.


Each of these companies boasted 20 tanks,
mostly M4s, divided into four platoons of five tanks. Two platoons from each
company would advance first, to be joined by the two others at least two hours
after the initial penetration of the city limits. 


Once their turn was up the second wave of
companies would follow the same doctrine with their own platoons before night
fully fell. This staggered assault would allow Nocht to thoroughly probe the
Ayvartan defenses meter by meter and to keep a steady but flexible advance,
able to react to any trouble with an injection of fresh reserve armor. 


Their target was the railroad hub in the
city’s north-center, where they would cut off any opportunity for escape. A
thrust from the south would meet thrusts from the east and west at that point,
and seal the enemy’s fate – or so it was planned.


“Our intelligence on the enemy puts their
rifle strength at essentially one Regiment cobbled together from various
formations and vastly under-strength and fatigued owing to constant battle;
their armoured strength as one or two Platoons; and their artillery as
scattered batteries. Despite our superiority, the terrain could potentially
make the advance difficult. So therefore, our initial goal is only a partial
encirclement of the city center, enough to quickly knock out the rail hub,”
Dreschner concluded, “any questions?”


In a tent a kilometer from the southern
staging area, Dreschner briefed his subordinate officers on the grand scheme he
had concocted. His map of the city, pinned to a chalkboard behind him and
heavily written upon, was a vast collage of slightly blurred, black and white
photographs, taken and arranged by Luftlotte pilots. It was four days old and the
city center was a blank circle that read Ziel, of which no pictures had been
safely taken. 


Ayvartan anti-air cover was fierce. 


Schiksal had interviewed pilots by radio to
get an idea of what was there.


She watched everything from outside the tent,
sitting on the bed of a heavy truck parked beside the war room and housing an
enormous encryption machine and messaging set. Due to the weather, she had
requested the tarp be removed, so the truck was open to the air, and gave her a
slightly raised view of the men. 


To the last man the Nochtish officers were
indistinct Karls and Jörgs
and Svens
with grave faces, gray coats and cropped hair. Schicksal knew their radio
channels and divisions better than their actual names and ranks, though she had
made a mental note to familiarize herself better with them. All of them
scratched their chins and pored over the plans, save the beleaguered commander
of the 14th Jager Division’s forward battalion.


He was the quietest and meekest man in the
room – the failure of his men had been so costly
that he had lost any ability to raise an objection to the Panzer COs.


Though Dreschner left the room open to
questions, his brow developed a slight twitch the instant a man raised his hand
to ask something. First in line was Lieutenant Reiniger, a slender man with a
slight dusting of a beard and wide grin on his face. 


“Say, Brigadier-General, any chance we can
get a few birds to shit on the Ayvartan line before we go ahead?”
Schicksal cringed away from Reiniger’s crude, slurred rendition of their
language, indicative of a man from the backwaters. 


Dreschner looked partway between shame and
anger.


“Schicksal!” Dreschner called out. “What is
the status of our air support?”


“Nonexistent.” Schicksal replied. “The Luftlotte
contingent in Shaila has been almost entirely committed to reducing the Tukino
pocket. Fighting there is fiercer than expected, with multiple breakout
attempts supported by Ayvartans from outside the pocket.” She had been on the
radio and working the Loki encryption machine all
day to gather such information. However, she knew Dreschner wanted it only as a
matter of routine.


“That should be sufficient for you,
Reiniger.” Dreschner said.


“Sorry Brigadier-General, I am just fond of
the gallantry of our air divisions.” Reiniger replied, his face still dominated
by a smile. Everyone knew Dreschner’s antipathy toward non-Panzer units.
“It would have been a show to see them dive on our helpless enemy.”


“They are far from helpless against the air,”
Schicksal said, her voice a little low and unsteady, “Luftlotte took
many casualties from their concentrations of anti-air batteries.”


Lt. Reiniger side-eyed the communications
truck. She should not have spoken then.


Dreschner did not seem to care that she did.
He did not even acknowledge that she had. “We will make do, Reiniger. Artillery
support will also be scarce. Rebuilding our lost fuel supplies and tank
ammunition took priority over all else, due to unexpected events.” Saying this
Dreschner fixed his eyes on Major Baumgaertner of the 14th Jager, who had been
the villain of this cheerful film since the fiasco on the 25th. Despite the
striking largeness of the man, he was cowed by the Brigadier-General, who had a
fiercer nature overall.


“How soon can we count on any infantry
support then?” Asked Lieutenant Kunze, a man with caricaturesque shoulders, a
thick build and heavy cheekbones who commanded one of the first Panzerzugs
to enter the battle. He always spoke with a high-strung voice regardless of the
subject. “Without air or artillery we will need more men on the ground.”


Schicksal looked away briefly, feeling
embarrassed for Kunze. What a faux-pas!


“Our plan has no need of
men, Kunze. If it did, you would get them.” Dreschner said.


Unwisely, Kunze pressed him. “City fighting
would be safer with extra eyes.”


Though unasked for, Schicksal had the
information and hastily interjected then. 


“Elements of 13th Grenadier will be trickling
in over the day, but mostly they will cover our rear. Everything else is in
Tukino.” Her voice trembled a little and her heart sped a touch, since she knew
she was stepping quite slightly out of line. The officers could all speak among
themselves – she should have only spoken when spoken to. 


Kunze eyed the radio truck with contempt.


“That satisfy you?” Dreschner added, before
Kunze could say any more.


There was then yet another unwise
interjection, this time from poor persecuted Major Baumgaertner, who nearly
pounced on the chance to offer his men to the slaughter. 


“The 14th Jager is eager provide
support to the heroic Panzers, Brigadier-General. I
can have one of my Rifle Platoons accompany each of your Tank Platoons.”


Dreschner lips curled slowly down with a
building fury. Kunze, dangerously oblivious to the social circumstances within
their little clique, openly counted his fingers and then loudly scoffed at
Baumgaertner, feeling far too free to criticize and act out at the disgraced
Major. “That’s only thirty-two men to each of our ten tanks Baumgaertner,
surely you must have the manpower to muster a fiercer presence; we need more
than three men per tank!”


“Your offer is adequate, Baumgaertner, and we
all pray that it may it absolve your infamy!” Dreschner shouted then. He turned
sharply from the recon commander to his subordinate. “Kunze, unless you want to
personally dig my latrines until we take Solstice, you will heed how you speak
and act in my war room. Do you understand me?”


Reiniger covered his mouth to stifle a laugh.



Schicksal ducked her head from the suddenness
and strength of Dreschner’s shouting.


Other officers followed suit.


Kunze nodded his head slowly and quietly. It
was not his conceited attitude that had earned him a strong reprimand, but his
ignorance of Dreschner’s predilections. 


He had begged for supporting troops – a taboo.


 Meanwhile Baumgaertner voided his face of
emotion and dipped his head down like a beaten dog. Even his one small victory
had been subverted through vicious reprimand. Schicksal felt quite sorry for
him. If he had any hopes of promotion they were now lost.


On this note, the conference ended. 


Officers trickled out of the tent until it
was empty, and on personal motorcycles they made their ways back to their
staging areas with hand-drawn copies of Dreschner’s map prepared by
intelligence officers. Schicksal waited in the truck for everyone to be clear
of the place, before stepping off and walking around the camp. She immediately
cracked open her tin and lit another cigarette. She’d been craving it for a
while.


Schicksal took a deep smoke while spying a
gaggle of horses waiting near a wagon loaded with fuel drums. She had come to
notice them from their neighing and impatient tapping a few hours earlier and
found their presence quite humorous. 


Though she knew dimly about the horses,
seeing them in the flesh was always a marvel. They used their horses for many
things – infantry transport, short-range delivery of
supplies between staging areas, artillery hauling. Between the disparate troops
in the Djose, and around Knyskan and Tukino they had over a thousand animals.


Nobody wanted to acknowledge them too much,
even as they rode them everywhere. Here was the most advanced army in the
world, scientifically proven down to the number of bullets in crates, and their
tenuous fuel supplies made horses a serious option over trucks or motorcycles.
It was almost embarrassing. And it made Schicksal laugh.


Ever since she spotted the horses she had
wanted to give them a good petting.


She approached the wagon, and ran her fingers
through the mane of one of the animals, and brushed its neck with her hand. It
was a beautiful horse, tall and regal, with a soft hide and marvelous hair, a
top quality breed exclusively for a demanding and exacting army.


She pitied it.


It was another misunderstood and maligned
part of a system plagued by callousness. It simply did its work as best as it
could, even as its companions sneered and ignored it. They would run it to the
ground and expect it to be pleased and proud of its labors.


In a few hours they would attack a city with
no essentially no gun or rifle support, led by bickering men in tanks who only
agreed that they found their enemy inferior, while awaiting the animal wagons
hauling their fuel between staging areas and bringing their ammo crates from
supply corps miles away. Oberkommando wanted
them in the desert around Solstice before the Postill’s Dew, but refused to
release reserves this early.


Everything was rushed and stressed. The
technocrats demanded dramatic results.


She still expected they would win. Nothing
she had seen thus far proved otherwise.


Thinking about the army like she was watching
it from the clouds was simply too depressing to sustain. Schicksal took a final
drag of her cigarette, bid farewell to the horses, and made her way back to
the Befehlspanzer as the sun started to rise in earnest.



She would be spending the next few days on
the radio in that hot metal box, but at least she would be hearing some
pleasant voices talking back. 


Everything would be too stultifying to cause
her real grief.


 


~ ~ ~


Shaila Dominance – Knyskna City


 


Elena North barely had time to eat her
morning ration before Sgt. Bahir collected her and the other assault troops and
formed them up, and marched them toward the city center. 


She had left the hospital, and a sleeping
Leander, at dawn to rejoin the infantry, where a mood of ambivalence was
setting in. Now she traveled up a main road arm beside arm with about sixty
others. Unlike the outermost blocks, the inner city had been mostly spared
bombardment and its brick facades still stood tall over her flanks. The tile
road under her feet was largely intact and the depleted little Company kept a
brisk pace over it.


Ahead they heard the whistling and chugging
of an engine departing the city. 


They left behind the southern Knyskna
thoroughfare and walked out onto the broad streets and the sprawling parks of
the city center, and stopped in front of the rail station in time to watch the
train departing, loaded with anyone and anything that could be saved.


Knyskna’s station was one long rectangular
building atop a platform surrounded with loops of track and necessary equipment
such as cranes and warehouses for the purpose of unloading goods. All around
the station in the parks and plazas there were tents established for officers,
staging areas stocked with fuel and repair stations for the few tanks and
armored cars available, and scores of anti-aircraft guns ready to set ablaze
the sky. 


One train station was all they could count on
now to ferry remaining civilians and military wounded out of the city, and it
was heavily defended. 


This was the heart of Knyskna’s remaining
power.


Overhead the sun rose; the skies were clear.
Nocht’s bombers had bombed themselves out. Still, the teeming concentration of
troops around the station put Elena on edge.


“North, Eboh, Jakande and Okiro, follow me.”
Sergeant Bahir shouted.


Elena nearly jumped from hearing her name.
She stepped out of the formation, along with Bonde, who had been far ahead of
her through the march and invisible to her save for the peak of his nearly
bald, nearly pitch black head, and two others: Private Eboh, a tall woman with
short, flowing hair and Private Jakande, a broad-shouldered, bespectacled boy. 


Sergeant Bahir, who though quite older than
them had statuesque features and a commanding presence, led the group to a
conference table beside a fountain in one of the nearby plazas. There were two
other sergeants there from different companies, along with a few privates from
each. Everyone around her seemed so formidable. 


Elena felt tiny, weak and pale, like a wet
little maggot in the midst of fierce mantids.


The groups assembled near the fountain.
“824th company reporting in,” Bahir said simply upon their arrival. He
pronounced it as “eight-two-four” company. 


Elena dimly remembered this being her assigned
formation number during the Djose assault. She was part of the 8244th Lion
Platoon, which meant that she was in 4th Platoon of the 4th Company, of the 2nd
Regiment, of the 8th Division in Battlegroup Lion.


It was a confusing scheme at first.


The two other sergeants stepped forward to
acknowledge and introduce themselves. 822 was led by Sergeant Agewa, an older
woman with pale hair and a fair face that Elena recognized from the staging
area on the night of the Djose assault. 821 was introduced by Sergeant Ibori, a
bearded man with a reddish complexion and a broad forehead. The third company,
823, would not be joining them – it had been wiped out to the last rifle.


Together with Bahir they arranged a map of
Knyskna over a table.


Elena could not see the map, but she paid
close attention as everyone discussed tactics. 


Though it was not a big city, Knyskna was
still a lot of ground to cover for the enemy, and it could be defended, but
with the number of troops they had at their disposal 82nd Regiment would never
be able to hold it. Instead it was agreed that they would try to delay the
enemy until the city was fully evacuated. It would take the enemy hours to move
on the rail hub, which would surely be their goal. 


Four main thoroughfares met at the city
center, but unless they encircled the city from the outside, Nocht would have
access to only three – south, southeast and west. 


Those mobile forces that had not been
squandered in the Tukino breakout attempts, Lion command had tasked with
keeping the northern roads free of the enemy. The Nochtish line in the Djose
had been painfully kept confined to the South and West directions, but even by
attacking in the directions available, Nocht could still encircle the rail hub
in the middle of the city, which would be enough to rout the defenders even if
the Northern boroughs and outskirts of the city held out. It was a tenuous
situation.


“My 822nd company is the most intact, I
believe. We have 240 men and women at our disposal. I believe we should hold
the larger southern thoroughfare.” Sgt. Agewa said.


There was no disagreement. Comrade Agewa and
her men and women would fight for the broader southern thoroughfare,
essentially the main street. It was wide open and easily accessible to enemy
armor, and would likely prove the bitterest and bloodiest sector of the fight.
She had a hard face, and appeared void of of discernible emotion, but Elena
thought she heard a tremble in Agewa’s voice when she volunteered for the
mission.


“824th has only 76 rifles.” Sgt. Bahir said.
“I’ll take the tighter south-east – there are more ruins there. My comrades can
use the rubble to ambush the enemy there.”


“We can arrange for some of the Orcs to stack
up with you.” Sgt. Ibori said, putting a hand on Bahir’s shoulder. The Orc was
a medium-size tank, decently armored and gunned, but it existed in forgettable
numbers, and had proven unreliable even outside battle. “They might be slow but
they have better guns than the Goblins. They’ve been collecting dust with all
the running fights we’ve been doing, but speed won’t matter much here.”


“I’ll take anything you can give. My company
has few other guns.”


Sergeant Bahir and Ibori then went over the
amount of support weapons available to them. Because the sergeants stuck close
and hunched over the table to look at their maps and documents, and there were
already a few eager eyes over their shoulders, Elena could not see much of
their photos and files. 


From their discussion, she picked out that
there were few dedicated artillery batteries remaining, but many anti-air guns
that could potentially be fired directly at the enemy. They had a platoon of
Goblin tanks, small and fast but cripplingly under-armored and undergunned, and
a platoon of Orcs, slow and unreliable but slightly more combat-capable.


“What about air support?” Sgt. Bahir asked.


“Very little. We have a few Anka available, but those biplanes are
becoming relics.”


“They can still help. Tell them to get ready.
They could support Agewa.”


“We should also allocate the Goblins to
Agewa.” Ibori said. “She will need more support, her troops will not enjoy as
much cover or as tighter roads as ours will.”


Sgt. Agewa shook her head and spoke up after
minutes of listening.”No, 821st should take the Goblins. Instead, I believe I
would better profit from our engineering resources.”


“Ah, so you plan to create your own cover?”
Sgt. Ibori said.


“Yes, we can topple some of the larger
buildings over the road with charges, and damage the main roads to slow down
their tanks. But we can only prepare these measures in the inner thoroughfare
areas. Nocht has the outer boroughs too thoroughly sited, so operations there
would be dangerously exposed to the enemy.”


“Then we should not deploy there at all. We
should let them come to the inner boroughs, and ambush them from the rubble or
houses as they move past.” Sgt. Bahir said.


“I agree.” Sgt. Agewa said, but she quickly
added, “However, it is a very risky plan.”


“Sister Agewa is right. I don’t feel right
giving up any ground to them.” Sgt. Ibori said.


“They essentially have the ground there – they can
see from their positions everything we’re doing and they can shoot at us from
them. They have everything but a flag on the ground.” Sgt. Bahir said. “I
suspect the attack will include significant amounts of tanks, so it is even
more folly to fight in the outskirts. I say we invite them to fight in our
streets.”


“Like I said, I agree with Bahir. But I’m
unsure how wise that is.” Sgt. Agewa repeated.


“Doesn’t sound wise at all to me.” Sgt. Ibori
crossed his arms. “But if that’s the plan–”


“It’s the plan.” Sgt. Bahir interjected. “So
everyone agrees on the plan?”


All the remaining sergeants nodded. 


Elena almost nodded too, thinking herself
included.


It had been about thirty minutes since the
companies convened in this manner. 


For their final order of business the
sergeants turned to their cadres and communicated the plan once again in rapid
detail. It would be the duty of each cadre of privates to disseminate their
orders among the platoons and share information quickly before deployment. The
sergeants showed the soldiers their maps and photos and charts. Despite her
previous curiosity, Elena was disappointed with the actual planning documents. 


It seemed that there was little overall plan
except “stop the enemy.” 


There were several maps of Knyskna but they
had hardly any writing on them and the Table of Organization and Equipment for
the 82nd Regiment was untouched and did not reflect the true strength of the
depleted regiment. On the back of the documents there were a few notes on the
current strength, but they were vague and sloppily written.


Elena guessed that all the real insight into
the battle, beyond the basic deployment plan, lay exclusively in the Sergeant’s
heads. There was no time for grand strategy.


Luck and small unit tactics would have to
carry the day.


As they were prepared to leave, Bahir called
for everyone’s attention suddenly.


“I hate to ask, but what is happening
politically?” Sgt. Bahir asked. “Do we know?”


There was a noticeable pallor across the
mostly brown faces of the privates. 


All of them had heard dire rumors from the
capital – of the bicameral friction between the KVW
and the Civil Council, of possible surrenders to Nocht. They were not privy to
anything but rumors, but the sergeants probably knew more. 


Bahir, who had been out fighting and
organizing all this time, seemed to probe his fellow sergeants with his gaze as
though he knew they had learned something more than him in the interim. Ibori
and Agewa hesitated for a moment.


“There has been some news.” Sgt. Agewa said.
“From Division and from some of our personal sources in the capital. None of it
is very good news.”


“I think we would all like to know.” Sgt.
Bahir said. “Before we risk our lives.”


Sgt. Agewa put a hand across her face, and
Ibori grunted. “Civilian Council’s orders to the 82nd Regiment are just to hold
Knyskna until evacuations complete.” Sgt. Ibori said. “81st, 85th and 88th
Regiment is going to give one final shot to breaking the pocket, and we have
some broken bits of 89th and 80th guarding our rear from Nocht right now. It’s
bad. They’re looking for whatever kind of victory and they’re not thinking
straight here.”


“We’ll never crack that pocket.” Sgt. Bahir
said. He closed his fists over the table.


“No. That’s 5 divisions we’ve doomed there,
and a sixth that we have squandered. Not to mention what we lost along the
border when they caught us with our pants down.”


“They think they might be able to negotiate
with Nocht. It is out of our hands. We answer to Territorial command and they
answer to the Council.” Sgt. Agewa said.


“Any chance KVW or Revolutionary Guard may
become involved?” Sgt. Bahir said.


“Not a chance.” Sgt. Agewa replied. “There is
too much friction right now after those inspections the
KVW started conducting just before the war broke out. Last I heard they pulled
their gendarme presence entirely from the big cities. They will not cooperate
with the Civil Council any longer in protest for being sidelined from
government.”


“This is absurd. Someone has to be able to
help us here.” Sgt. Bahir said. “What about Rhino in Dbagbo? Can’t they send
forces down here? Nocht’s armies aren’t that large.”


Sgt. Agewa sighed and crossed her arms. “No,
I don’t think so. Even in the face of this war, we’re still sticking to the
doctrine of defending each Dominance individually with self-sufficient
formations. Rhino is compelled to stay in Dbagbo. At this point we’re playing
attrition here in Shaila. Council eyes are already moving the goalposts to
Dbagbo.”


“Not only that, the other battlegroups are
also watching out for the KVW.” Sgt. Ibori added. “I hear the KVW even fomented
some kind of coup in Bada Aso already. They deposed the governor and took over
the garrison to call the shots – but my
info’s scarce.”


“Ridiculous.” Sgt. Bahir spat. “How can we be
so paranoid of our own comrades?”


“The KVW has antagonized them too much. It is
what it is.” Sgt. Agewa said. “No one really knows their intentions, and
Demilitarization has too much traction in the Council.”


Elena’s head was almost spinning – she knew
so little about politics. Sergeant Bahir was red with frustration and the rest
of the privates in each cadre had their heads down.


“Whatever happens outside this city, we have
comrades in it and a duty toward them.” Sgt. Ibori said, breaking a short
silence. “Right now the best we can do is buy our brothers and sisters time.
Once they are safe we can give a long consideration to the rest of this.”


Sgt. Agewa nodded her head solemnly. Bahir
said nothing.


After a brief and tense silence, the cadres
from each Company parted ways.


Elena followed the others out of the plaza,
where the Company waited on the streets and in the shadows of abandoned
buildings, awaiting news or orders. Jakande and Eboh hurried out to their own
platoons to share what they had learned, but Elena was not feeling quite as
leaderly, and Bonde seemed to share the sentiment. They walked slowly and a
little despondently back to their platoon. A group of them were goofing off
around a run-down trolley in one of the southern bends of the road circling the
plaza.


“I guess this is not exactly our finest
moment.” Elena said, trying anything to break the silence that had fallen
around them. Bonde laughed a little and shook his head.


“You win some, you lose some. How is Leander
doing?” Bonde asked.


“He is probably on his way to Solstice.”
Elena said. “He was going to evacuate.”


Bonde squinted his eyes. “Really? Then who is
that?” He pointed to the old trolley.


In front of the trolley, several soldiers
stood puzzled around one brown-skinned boy who was all too familiar. Elena
gasped a little. Freshly military age, slender and lean, soft-faced, with wavy
dark hair hanging just below the level of his jaw and striking green eyes. 


It was Leander! 


Around him a group of men and women were
trying to get him out of his banged-up assault armor, which he had somehow worn
again despite its terrible condition, and was on too tight. Several hands
struggled against the clasps while others pulled on the gaps under the armpits.
It was a ridiculous sight. With one final heave-ho three men dove one way and
two women the other, hitting the ground with half of Leander’s armor apiece. 


Leander apologized profusely, but the
soldiers just laughed and patted him in the back.


Elena and Bonde rushed over to him as the
little crowd dispersed.


“Leander! I thought you were going to
evacuate!” Elena told him.


Leander smiled. “I never said I would, only
that I was considering it.”


Elena felt suddenly very worried for him. He
had been so exhausted and confused last night that she found it hard to believe
he could be all here and ready to fight now.


Bonde looked between them as though the odd
man out. “I’m beginning to think I should have volunteered at his hospital too.
But I am glad you are with us, Leander.”


Elena snapped at him. ”Hearing you say
that, I’m glad you didn’t come.”


Bonde raised his hands defensively, with a
big grin on his face.


Leander burst out laughing. “It is fine, you
two. I have made my decision.”


“I hope you have a better reason to be here
than we discussed.” Elena said.


“I might not have one.” Leander cheerfully
admitted. “But I’m going to see this through to the end, and then I will go to
Solstice on my own terms. That’s what I decided.”


Elena sighed a little, in equal parts
relieved and disturbed. She did not know why she felt like being so critical to
him; but nothing she said would really matter at this point. She mentally
recused herself, reached out and patted Leander on the shoulder as well. “Well,
I wouldn’t know what to say to that then. I’m glad you’re out and about, in any
case.”










4.  The Battle of Knyskna I


 










28th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


Shaila Dominance – South Knyskna, Outer Boroughs


Atop the M3 Hunter a squat, round protrusion
easily mistaken for a headlight turned a glass eye on its surroundings. With
the periscope the tank commander retained a broad field of vision obstructed
only by the form of the tank around them – its
height, its broadness, and any open hatches, against which a clever enemy could hide.


There was no such enemy in sight. Around
Knyskna the fields were empty. Pillboxes had been abandoned. Trenches had long
since been blasted out of existence. Scars cut into the ground by the artillery
remained untouched. Kampfgruppe R was eerily
alone, save for the smattering of their own recon men, armed escorts in
half-track motorcycles.


Ayvartan cities did not have outer walls, at
least insofar as the Heer or Army had seen.
Ayvarta never went through a period of castling all of its major villages, like
the Nochtish had in their antiquity. Ayvartan history had not been as openly
barbarous. 


Solstice was the one exception they knew, and
its walls were prodigious. 


But unlike Solstice, Knyskna rose starkly
from the surrounding countryside. One step transitioned dirt to paved road, and
open field to the first boroughs. There was no barrier. Knyskna was open for
the taking. The panzers restarted their
engines and advanced.


The M3s trundled forward from the field into
the city over the sparse rubble that remained after the aerial bombardment, and
past the ghostly defenses on the outskirts. A platoon of assault guns, five
machines in all; they advanced in two columns of two tanks with a lead tank
following in their wake. They were the first platoon of the southern salient to
bite into the city. A platoon of M4s followed a thousand meters behind.


M3 Hunters were slow machines, and
better armored, so they set the marching order.


Each platoon was accompanied by five
half-tracked motorcycles each carrying three men, one a driver. South Knyskna
had the broadest roads, supporting four wide lanes of traffic climbing almost
imperceptibly uphill, and the men and tanks fit with room to spare.


Old buildings flanked the invaders on either
side, most built of wafer-like brick but many of thick, hardy modern cement.
While some had been bombed out and even smashed nearly flat, several blocks
stood tall despite the bombing. The tight blocks were broken occasionally by
tighter connecting roads and streets between buildings. Their smashed
windows and doors were like black eyes, looming over the grenadiers and
tankers. 


Only heat and distance rendered the city’s
heart hazy – the tanks would have
otherwise had an unbroken sight-line across the main thoroughfare and right
into the Communist base.


Engines burned and treads turned tirelessly.
They advanced several careful kilometers into the city, kilometers that they
had been warned would be hard-fought for.


The M3s and their motor escorts stopped
almost halfway to the city center, and the M4s, having lagged to over a
kilometer behind the advance also cut their engines. The platoons had achieved
their afternoon objectives in record time, and there was a mood of jubilation
among them. Atop the motorcycles the recon men cracked open their ration tins,
and in the tanks men inadvisably lit cigarettes for one another and laughed. 


The commies had given up! 


The tank Sergeant of the assault gun platoon
cracked a broad grin as he picked up his transmitter and radioed Lt. Reiniger,
in charge of Kampfgruppe R. He gloated about
the unfettered advance of his platoon, and about the craven cowardice of his
foes.


“Well, shit. Keep advancing. Advance until
you take the city or confront an enemy.”


Lt. Reiniger cut radio contact abruptly. His
tank platoons sighed among themselves, having dreamt of a good smoke break in
the ruins. They stowed their tins, stomped out their smoke-sticks, and took
uncomfortable swigs of tepid beer to try to still their nerves. Once everyone
was ready they started their engines and trundled forward anew. 


Soon they spied the city center, almost clear
through the light haze and distortions of the hot Ayvartan sun. It was still
kilometers away but through the periscopes it seemed almost adjacent to
them, at the end of the long, open southern thoroughfare. 


Direct-fire range was 2000 meters, with a
good sight-line.


They saw smoke rising in the distance – it was a
train leaving the city.


“Shift gears and charge into gun range!”
Radioed the tank sergeant to the platoon. “We’ve only a few kilometers to go!
We will not let the enemy escape from here!”


Engines grunted under increased strain and
treads turned ever faster as the tanks sped toward their optimal range. Periscopes
raised, gunners already sighting, the M3s hurled themselves toward the enemy
across the unbroken cement tiles of the Ayvartan roads. 


The formation tightened and the half-tracked
motorcycles sped ahead of the tanks, the men riding them raising their rifles
to the second stories to watch for AT snipers. 


Behind them the M4s hurried to cut their own
distance to the vanguard.


As they moved the outer boroughs transitioned
quickly to the inner city. Buildings gradually rose and broadened, taking on
new faces – theaters and drug stores and goods shops and
other necessities and pleasures proferred under the hydra-headed banner of the
government, took the place of the old brick houses and lodges of the outer
boroughs. 


Around them the main road narrowed slightly
but grew two pedestrian streets giving ample room to move. Sewer grates and
manhole covers appeared across the slightly bulging stone tiles of the main
road, under which the stone arches of the old sewer network easily supported
the weight of the charging tanks.


Periscopes tightened their field of view and
focused on the base ahead, zooming in across the thoroughfare. Nothing was
coming their way. 


Nothing impeded their advance. 


Attached motorcycle troops kept their eyes
peeled while traveling across the few broad intersections and past the alleys,
but as a whole the buildings were more tightly packed and it seemed that
opportunities for ambush had grown scarcer the further in they traveled.


“Do not slow! We can overtake them! Faster,
drive right into the guts of the city!”


Heeding the tank sergeant all of the men
pushed their vehicles to top gear.


Dozens of meters ahead of the tanks the two
leading motorcycles buckled suddenly, tipping forward and back on a series of
hereto unseen broken tiles.


They were given no chance to stabilize. 


A blast from underneath consumed both the
vehicles, tossing the front wheels and chains of track across the streets and
scattering pieces of once whole men even farther. 


Remaining motorcycles cut their engines in
horror and skidded hard onto the adjacent streets, avoiding the craters beyond
which more mines surely lay. 


Vanguard tanks braked suddenly, stalling the
advancing column amid the carnage. 


Hatches went up, and the assault gun
commanders peered out into the smoke and debris ahead of them with their own
eyes, incredulous. They turned to the recon men left alive, shocked dumb on the
streets, and shouted their commands over the sudden silence.


“Don’t just sit there, pull out a bangalore
and clear the mines!”


Assault guns faced forward, guarding against
targets along the road. M4 Sentinel tanks started to catch up to the vanguard
and raised their barrels to cover the higher stories and the roofs. Several
surviving recon soldiers linked up with the new arrivals guarding the M4s and
together they began to assemble their bangalores, long tube charges that could
potentially detonate the hidden minefield ahead in its entirety once installed.


Regardless of setbacks there were ten tanks
and twenty men in the column, and despite the minefield, and the flesh of six
soldiers splashed across the street, morale was still high. There were no side
streets near them, and they had a clear view of the Communist base.


There was no enemy presence to meet them,
only desperate defenses.


Soldiers laid the long bangalores down across
the minefield and detonated the charges. In an instant fifteen meters length of
the road ahead of them went up in feeble flames and smoke. The recon infantry
carefully inspected ahead of where their bangalores had blown and found little
to arouse suspicion. They waved their hands, and the engines all growled to
life again. It was time to clear the final leg of their charge and engage the
enemy base. 


Hatches went down, cannons faced forward and
treads methodically turned.


A periscope among the vanguard caught a
glimpse of shock on a recon soldier’s face.


“Contact!” shouted the man, and he turned his
rifle on an adjacent building. 


His lips mouthed the beginnings of a new word
but never spoke it.


His fellows turned but their rifles never
found targets. 


Not a second passed since the shout that the
fizz of a charge, unheard beneath the engines, sparked a series of explosive
bundles installed beneath the column.


Violent explosions ripped through the
surface.


Underground, the archways toppled; the road
collapsed into the sewer.


Through the smoke and fire the recon men and
their motorcycles were consumed by the yawning earth, buried helplessly in the
rock or blasted apart. 


Vanguard tanks unlucky enough to have parked
directly over an archway burst into flames, their turrets launching from their
hulls from the force of the charges and flung against adjacent buildings like
toys. Men trapped inside were butchered by spraying metal as their hatches blew
in, their ammo cooked, and screws and instruments turned to shrapnel.


Slow M3 assault guns had no time and no
possible reaction to the chaos unfolding, and when the ground beneath them
ceased to be they crashed harshly atop heaps of rubble, falling over ten meters
below. Treads and road wheels smashed apart and engine compartments burst open
from the violence. Crews were battered dead or unconscious.


A pit thirty meters long and ten meters wide
was all that remained after the carnage.


One M4 Sentinel found itself half without
earth to stand on and before it could move far enough it tipped forward,
falling gun-first into the pit – the
remainder of its platoon were rewarded for their sluggish advance with their
lives, but only for the moment.


Before the smoke could clear, anti-tank rifle
shots plinked off the turret and glacis plates of the remaining tanks, alerting
them to the presence of an engaging enemy. From four surrounding rooftops
appeared small squadrons armed with BKV 14.5mm anti-tank rifles, shooting at
the surviving tanks. 


The doors to a theater up the street burst
open and a crew pushed out a 45mm anti-tank gun, firing a shot over the pit
that crashed into the mantlet armor of an M4 and left a sizable dent. Through
their periscopes the shell-shocked tank crews watched Ayvartan men and women
run out of buildings and huddle in the cover of a street corner a block ahead,
with Rasha submachine guns and DNV light machine guns ready to fire on the
glass of their ports and hatches. There were suddenly dozens of the enemy upon
the Nocht tankers.


Overwhelmed by the events the tank crews shut
themselves in their vehicles, closing every hatch, and did not hesitate to back
up the street as fast as their treads could reverse. 


Gunners loaded High-Explosive into the 50mm
High-Velocity guns on the M4s and took running shots over the pit, smashing
unoccupied sections of the street, taking out chunks of the theater facade but
not the AT gun in front of it, and blasting windows and the corners of building
roofs. There was little avail from their inaccurate moving fire. 


Compared to the stronger 75mm guns on the
lost M3s the M4’s explosive round had a limited area and a weaker punch on the
surrounding buildings.


Fiercely the Communists returned every shot
however they could, punching holes into the periscopes and headlights of the
tanks, opening fire on the viewing ports and hatches to keep them pinned, and
throwing shell after 45mm shell against the strong glacis plates of the M4s.
Though they did not penetrate, each blast against the glacis that did not
rebound entirely left dents and stressed the welding and rocked the tank,
startling the crew; and though BKVs and DNVs could not penetrate the medium
armor, they kept the tank blind.


Mere minutes trapped inside the rocking steel
hulls and the crews had already become disoriented and lost, unable to count on
anything but the gunnery port to track the enemy. 


In a desperate measure the top hatches on
several of the tanks opened once more, and commanders and radio personnel with
submachine guns exposed themselves and returned fire. Shells and bullets
ricocheting all around them on the tank’s armor, these impromptu gunners
sprayed bullets haplessly on the rooftops and streets, hoping to suppress the
enemy.


Communist troops saw bullets come flying
their way. They huddled behind the edges of their roofs and the thick metal
shields of their 45mm guns to avoid the automatic fire.


For a moment the inferno sputtered and gave
the tanks their chance to pull away from the ambush. Frantically the surviving
tank commanders of the four remaining M4s dove into their tanks and radioed Lt.
Reiniger and General Dreschner, screaming that a trap had decimated the Kampfgruppe and
that ground would have to be ceded to survive.










28-AG-30: Knyskna, Southeast
Inner Boroughs FOB


 


Knyskna’s southeastern thoroughfare began out
in the Djose, along a dirt road that passed through and connected the wood and
the field into the city proper. Along the edge of the city the dirt road transitioned
to a paved thoroughfare, and sparse blocks of buildings spread many meters
apart and flanked the road. Despite this it remained tighter than the main
southern road or the western road, and grew more so the deeper it extended. 


Unlike both of those roads, Southeast Knyskna
curved sharply in two places. First it bent starkly northwest out of the outer
boroughs and into the inner city portion of the thoroughfare, and then it cut
even more sharply westward to connect to the city center.


It had been a place full of homes and
canteens, markets hosting the villagers that had come from out of the Djose,
and artisans of similar origin. Compared to the grandiose main thoroughfare
with its theaters and drug stores and its big names written in lights, the
southeast was comfortable and homey and had played host to many little peoples.


One could have called it a historic place.


Yet many days ago the Luftlotte’s attack
hit this little-known place hardest. Bombers avoided the heavy air defenses
south of the city by looping around the Djose and closing in from the east, and
the little-known markets, canteens and homes, and the little-known villagers
that lived and worked there, were caught in the blaze. 


Explosives disgorged brick and wood and
cement in mounds over the road, and toppled whole structures over the
thoroughfare. People ran screaming as the air raid sirens blared and the world
collapsed around them. There was little difference now between the thoroughfare
and the alleyways and streets branching from them – all of the
outer borough and most of the inner borough had become a maze choked at every
turn with rubble.


Tanks and motorcycle troops would find it
hard to operate in the choked southeastern boroughs, at least until they made
it to the cleaner westward bend into the city center.


So the plan was contingent on keeping them in
the rubble as long as possible.


Forward observers had already spotted the
tanks moving into the city. 


Knyskna’s 824th Lion Company, under Sergeant
Bahir in the absence of their deceased Lieutenant, counted on the inhospitable
terrain as their chief advantage.


Facades that had been blown open by bombs
revealed ruined interiors to the wandering troops. Standing doorways opened
toward choked stairways and largely collapsed stories, the remaining high
ground accessible by climbing the mounds of rubble in the rooms.


Many buildings that from the outside still
seemed to stand were occupied only by their collapsed upper floors, each story
piled directly atop the ground floor. These were useless to the Company. Most
buildings sadly were: they had largely become indistinct hills of piled rock,
and a few had been blasted to the point that they were nothing but stark,
chalky foundation lines. The material that once stood over these lines now
littered the roads, in many cases blocking off those pathways. In places it was
as though whole buildings had been plucked from the earth and casually thrown
over alleys and across the main street.


Forward elements of 824th Company assembled
deep the inner city portion of the southeast thoroughfare. The buildings there
were just right for a temporary base.


Eight-Two-Four had established a Forward
Operating Base in a large building just off the corner from where the
thoroughfare bent westward. Most of the rooftop and third floor had collapsed,
but two other floors had their walls and facade mostly intact. 


There were many good and sturdy window frames
to shoot out of, big rooms to hold meetings and store supplies, and many of the
neighboring buildings shared a similar condition. Therefore it was an
accessible, defensible position that was not immediately discernible to the
enemy. Advancing forces would only see a ruin before it was too late.


Inside, a 45mm anti-tank gun laid in ambush,
pointed south off the bend and ready to hit any tanks trying to make the turn
unawares – hopefully in the flanks. In a pinch, it
could also be elevated to fire over the rubble as long as a radio observer
could sight for it. 


It was poor artillery, but it was the only
field gun they had at the FOB.


A gaggle of troops waited for orders. The FOB
temporarily housed the defenders, their weapons and ammunition and their one
good long-range radio receiver. The defenders consisted of two platoons
forward, forty-eight soldiers in total. Their remaining platoon was three
kilometers away preparing another defensive line, with their two Orc tanks in
position and their three functioning 120mm Mortars ready to support the forward
elements. 


Stationed at the rear, an anti-aircraft gun
of 85mm caliber was depressed as low as it could go to use as a last-resort
direct fire gun for the very last line of the defense. 


All the combat platoons were incomplete.
Nobody had what was written on paper.


Soldiers were needed to help Bahir as a
headquarters troop. In addition several soldiers huddled in alleyways along the
thoroughfare, given the crucial task of caring for the horses that would
quickly transport survivors between the defensive lines if a retreat was ever
necessary. Trucks and tanks would have just slowed them down if used in this
role.


Ambush platoons prepared for battle. They
knew all too well now that their position bore the crucial task of delaying the
enemy as much as possible. From crates laid down atop the uneven, rock-strewn
floors of the FOB, the forward troops picked up new weapons. 


Men and women lined up, trading their Rasha submachine
guns and Bundu bolt-action
rifles for heavier weapons: DNV-28 Light Machine Guns, long automatic
rifles that loaded from ninety-round pans set across the top of the weapon; and
the pipe-like BKV Anti-Tank rifles, large and somewhat unwieldy. Everyone had pouches
of grenades, and even a few explosive mines. A few persons, dispersed among the
squads, received backpack radios.


Leander was one of the men lining up for a
new weapon. In the distance, he heard the explosions, and saw clouds of cement
dust and shell smoke mingling over the far end of the outer borough. Nocht
tanks were blasting their way in. A quartermaster gave him a BKV and a
side-arm, a small semi-automatic pistol that fit his delicate hands well. He
did not have a proper holster for a side-arm, however. He stowed it in an empty
pouch.


He grouped up with his squadron in one of the
rooms on the ground floor, a nursery that was empty save for a strangely
macabre series of baby cribs untouched by the violence. He was quite happy that
Bonde and Elena remained with him. They had both been given DNV LMGs, and both
of them seemed daunted by the chances their weapons stood against a Panzerdivision.
Elena also carried the additional burden of a backpack radio, while Bonde once
again bore a signal flare gun, with the same purpose as before.


“Looks like we’ll be depending on Leander to
help us with the tanks.” Bonde said.


Leander gulped. “I’m not sure why they
decided I’d be suited for this.”


“I’m positive they just handed these out
randomly.” Elena said.


“Got any advice?” Leander asked his comrades,
sounding helpless.


“I learned a little bit from basic training.
Aim for flat surfaces in the back of the tank, the tops of the turrets, or at
the wheels between the treads. Those spots tend to be vulnerable to BKVs. Don’t
shoot at the front armor –
it is too thick for that gun.” Bonde
said.


“Yes, that. What he said to do.” Elena
shrugged. Leander smiled at her.


“Hujambo!”


Reflexively, the squad replied to the
traditional greeting with Hujambo! of their own. A
young Arjun woman
walked through the open doorway, a BKV rifle slung over her shoulder, and stood
before them. She bowed a little. She had a vibrant face, with a lovely smile
and a richly brown complexion and long, silky black hair down to the waist. Her
build was somewhat round and plump for her size, which was actually rather
tall.


Leander thought she had probably been a
civilian like him.


“I’m Private Sharna Mahajan.” She said, still
smiling at them all. “I was told this is where Squad Three was meeting. I’ve been
assigned here as an Anti-Tank riflewoman!”


Elena and Bonde stared at her, but Leander
did not find her enthusiasm strange at all. Her cheer felt contagious, and soon
Leander was replying back in a gregarious tone of voice as well. “Yes, you’ve
got the right place comrade! We are happy to join hands in the struggle! Did
you get your rifle out of a crate purely at random as well?”


“Oh no comrade, this is my rifle. I completed
my training a few years ago and took a leave until things took a turn recently.
My platoon was mostly lost in the Djose assault, so I was reassigned. You will
be pleased to know I am a dedicated AT riflewoman.”


Leander clapped his hands. Elena and Bonde’s
jaws hung, looking stunned. 


Aside from Sergeant Bahir, Private Mahajan
was then perhaps the first real, fully trained soldier either of them had
personally met. They quickly moved ahead of Leander and shook Sharna’s hand,
and she smiled and laughed and shook hands very graciously. 


Leander thought nothing of it and joined the
hand shaking, until Sharna’s hands were thoroughly shaken.


“Ahh, so welcoming!” She giggled. “You all
are nothing like my old squadron from the 8243rd. So stodgy. May their spirits
rest in peace!” She clasped her hand together as though in prayer and quickly
muttered an Arjun chant under her breath,
without turning her face away from her squad mates or breaking eye contact at
all. It was strange for Leander, who knew very little about Arjun traditions.
They were the majority of the Ayvartan population, but Leander had never had
much cause to interact deeply with them.


“We are quite glad to serve with you.” Elena
said


“Might I ask who our squad leader is?” Sharna
said.


Elena pointed at Bonde. “That would be this
guy. Private First-Class Bonde Okiro.”


“I received the promotion this morning.”
Bonde said. “It is not important.”


Sharna saluted him. “I’ll follow all orders
to the best of my abilities. I can hit a field mouse from 500 meters away, and
I have already destroyed a vehicle in this war!”


Leander whistled, standing in awe of the
woman. “Was it a tank?” He asked.


“It was a motorcycle! My BKV shot took the
front wheel off!” She declared proudly.


There was a bit of silence for a moment as
Sharna puffed herself up with victory.


“Well, that is better than what any of us
have personally done.” Elena said soberly.


“Does the armored car count? I feel like I
did a lot to it.” Leander said. 


Nobody responded.


They heard a whistle from outside the room
and gathered by the door to the hostel with a variety of people from the other
squadrons. Atop a small, ruined indoor fountain, Sergeant Bahir stood over the
platoons. He lifted his fist into the air, extending his arm completely. 


A few people in the room joined him, Bonde
one of them. 


The fist was a revolutionary gesture that
arose within the groups that became the KVW and overthrow the Empire; but its
use declined except with the more fervent communists. 


Sgt. Bahir held the fist for a full minute,
his head bowed.


“It is sad to me how this gesture has been
made to disappear.” He said. 


Everyone in the crowd stood at attention.
They stood to take in their orders, to hear the plan – but Leander
knew they also, more than that, wanted to hear that they stood a chance. So far
the war was something none of them could have seen coming, and every battle had
ended in defeat and retreat. Leander had heard the others talk of officers
killed in bombings, of tanks lost by the hundreds in the Tukino pocket. He
himself was motivated enough – he wanted
to see Solstice. But as a whole the troops needed reassuring.


Sgt. Bahir gestured out past a blasted window
frame, to the rubble-choked thoroughfare, a maze of ghostly bombed-out
buildings flanking mounds of debris and overturned structures blocking the
road. ”The same bombing that claimed this hostel, claimed many of our
comrades. It claimed the Lieutenants who trained us and many of the people who
support and supply us. It claimed much of our strength. But today, it will also
claim one final victim – the enemy’s hope of thoroughly destroying
us!”


Leander looked across the room. Almost
everyone in attendance was fairly young. Most were older than he – Leander
was barely a few months past 18 – but not older than the Sergeant. He looked
to be pushing forty. The Lieutenants had all been older, or so he had heard.
The Territorial army saw little conflict in many years, and its ranks remained
static as its staff grew old. In one fell swoop they had been lost – and so a
group of Sergeants commanded Companies in the chaos. To Leander though, Bahir
was like an old General from the stories of cavalry and swordsmen that got told
around the caravan. He was tall and sleek and gallant like a Lendian knight.
His real rank didn’t matter to Leander.


“We are not individuals.” Sgt. Bahir
continued. “Our enemies believe our camaraderie and empathy are our weakness.
But an Ayvartan never fights alone. We are units! We are a community, we
are a combat force, we are platoons and squads; we are comrades. And even when
individuals are lost, a community survives. Our objective here is to survive
and nothing more. Several trains are scheduled to come and to go throughout the
day, ferrying our comrades and whatever valuable materiel remains in the city
out to the Dbagbo dominance. Many of these people have not fired a shot, but
they have contributed to the conditions necessary for us to fight. Our
objective is to buy time for these beloved comrades: for our guardians, for our
loved ones, for our friends, for people we don’t know, and even for people we
might hate, to escape the enemy and continue the struggle.”


Everyone watched, some looking exhausted,
others rapt, but all respectful.


“You will group up into 10 assigned
squadrons. Most of you have radios. You will ambush and harass the enemy along
with your comrades. We have indirect fire support from three 120mm mortars as
well as the 45mm gun here in the FOB. Observers have already spotted tanks
moving in – and you have already heard them moving in
yourselves. I will not lie, we are not adequately equipped to destroy a Nocht Panzerdivisione.
But we can and must slow them down. In coordination via radio, we will resist
the advance of the imperialists. We will disperse into the rock, but we will
not huddle like they intend us to. We will strike them from every direction. We
will fight bitterly. But we will not die.”


Sgt. Bahir turned to face the city center
with a flourish. 


He raised his voice even more.


“Nobody here will become a martyr! We will
survive. In the evening, an armored train will come to cover our escape and
ferry us to safety. Keep this hope in mind, and fight to see it. Aim for
their tracks, aim for their hatches, aim for exposed men. If you must, retreat
to a defensible position. And if they take the FOB we will retreat to the
second thoroughfare bend, where we have Orc tanks and a heavy 85mm gun waiting.
And if they force us back then we will fight for every piece of track in that
rail-yard. We will use every available tool to disrupt and maim the invaders!
If they want this rubble, they will bleed for it!”


Sgt. Bahir raised his fist again. Leander
raised his own fist almost without thinking – and so did
every single other person in the lobby. This was perhaps the speech they
needed.


The Sergeant got off from the fountain and
the crowd parted as he joined his impromptu staff in his command room. Small
hand-drawn maps of the thoroughfare were handed out to each squadron, marking
the large clusters of rubble throughout the roads, as well as the positions of
escape horses in alleyways. Relative positions for each squadron were listed on
the map: Leander’s Squad III would be in the thick of it. 


Leander joined Elena and Bonde and newcomer
Sharna in front of the FOB and they set off, marching toward the ambush point.
They walked across low-lying rubble and over a few eerie stretches of clean
road. Far ahead they spotted a thick tangle of debris from a toppled building
blocked their view of the road. A window frame along the side of the mass
survived the collapse and seemed like the entrance to a labyrinth. It looked
ominous. 


Soon they reached this obstacle and stood
before it in mute awe.


“Well then. I guess it’s time to dig and
climb.” Elena said exasperatedly.


“I’m ready when you are, sir!” Sharna said,
smiling and saluting Bonde.


“Please don’t call me sir,” Bonde said gently.


“I’m also ready to go, sir!” Leander saluted,
miming Sharna.


Bonde shook his head at them. Elena laughed a
little. Together they navigated through the rubble. Leander felt an inkling of
trepidation, a shaking at the tips of his fingers and feet as he felt the heavy
AT rifle at his back, and the shifting rubble below and around him, and heard
the explosions far out into the thoroughfare, but he kept himself focused and
tried to grin and bear it all. The type of man Leander wanted to be was strong
and reliable and committed, and to that kind of man, this trek was no dire
ordeal. He had to be brave. 


Beyond this rubble, beyond those tanks, he
knew Solstice awaited him.










28-AG-30: Djose Wood, 8th PzD
Headquarters Area


 


Karla Schicksal maintained radio communication
with the different Kampfgruppe, tracking their
progress and reporting to Dreschner, seated above her in the Befehlspanzer with
his headphones off, tapping his fingers on the iron walls of the tank. 


Kampfgruppe K under the command of Lt.
Kunze was advancing sluggishly toward its first objectives in the southeast;
Kampfgruppe L under Lt. Lenz made
decent progress in the West despite tight roads and rubble; Kampfgruppe R under
Lt. Reiniger, tasked with the important main thoroughfare in the South, was not
cooperating with her.


Schicksal contacted Reiniger various times,
and very few times did he reply.


She did not at all intend to cover for him,
but she gave him some slack, knowing him a capable enough officer and a willful
sort. Reporting to Dreschner, she told him that everything was going to plan
and that no engagements were reported. He was satisfied enough with this. “Tell
them to give a detailed report at the first objective areas.”


“Yes sir.” She replied. This type of
instruction appealed to her. Dreschner being hands-off in these situations was
for the best. It meant she had to make no judgment calls.


She sent the message to each crew in turn.
Though the Befehlspanzer’s radio could collect multiple frequencies worth of
incoming audio in one feed that she and Dreschner could hear, it could only
transmit to specific Kampfgruppe channels at a time. 


Dreschner hardly ever listened in – it distracted him.


After sending her instructions and receiving
replies, she would notify him of what was said instead. Late morning and early
noon passed slowly this way, hearing routine reports. She liked the voices of
the men (and the very few women) on the radio – the dedicated
signals officers were soft spoken and had clear, interesting voices, unlike the
fighting crew.


By noon the first objectives should have been
seized, and enemy contact long ago reported. Kunze reported his objective and
held for instructions; Lentz did the same; both reported no enemy contact.
Reiniger reported nothing. Schicksal gave him the benefit of the doubt at
first, but then Kunze and Lentz reported advances towards their second
objectives, and Reiniger still did not call. He was far past due for a
reprimand now.


Schicksal could no longer ignore Reiniger’s
foolishness. 


She put down her headset and turned on her
seat to face General Dreschner, who noticed immediately. “Something wrong?” He
asked, still drumming his fingers on the steel.


“Lt. Reiniger’s reports have been sporadic
and vague, and for the past hour or so he has not reported anything at all.
What’s more worrying sir, is that none of the Kampfgruppe have reported enemy
contacts at all throughout the operation. Something is not right.”


“Of course, it had to be Reiniger,” Dreschner
grit his teeth. “That insubordinate clod. Had he any less skill or any less
trust from his men I would sack him.”


“What should I do, sir?”


“Contact the fool and put him through to me.
Accept no excuses.”


Schicksal nodded and put her headset back on
and indicated for Dreschner to do the same. She turned back to her radio set,
turned the dial to the correct frequency, and picked up her transmitter.
Flipping a switch, she spoke calmly into her transmitter. 


“8th PzD HQ to Lt. Reiniger, report your
progress and disposition, this is 8th PzD–”


“Progress and disposition is
everything’s fucked, lady!” Lt. Reiniger
shouted. 


Schicksal cringed from the sudden, sharp
cracking of his voice over the radio. 


She heard gunfire around him and the sharp
retort of his tank’s cannon firing. Despite the ambient noise it was the voices
that disturbed her the most. She had never heard Reiniger sound so anxious and
so loud. Dreschner was by that point listening in with his own headset. His
face was contorting with anger and confusion. He tapped his headset.


“I’m here as well you thug, do not shout into
the radio!” Dreschner said.


Reiniger paused at the Brigadier-Generals’
voice. They heard nothing but his breathing for an awkward moment. “Well, shit
sir. I thought I could fix it myself but I’m afraid I’m gonna have to report,
we have just gone and lost some tanks to the commies.”


“Explain you miserable idiot! Why have you
not been reporting your advance?”


“Sir,” Reiniger began, which for him, was
rare and dire a thing to say indeed, “Kampfgruppe R captured
its objectives early and met no resistance. I ordered them to advance until
they made contact with an enemy, and I was so focused on command–”


“You clown! Of course they were trying to lead
you into an ambush!”


“I’m going to need a losses report for the
Logistics crew,” Schicksal meekly interjected.


Dreschner waited with clenched teeth and
fists for Reiniger to deliver the report.


“Six tanks knocked out.” Reiniger said, his
voice growing more guttural and restrained, as though he felt the General’s
hands choking him. “All escorts and their motorcycles too.”


“How the hell did this happen?” Dreschner
shouted suddenly.


Reiniger devolved into a pronounced stutter.
“They blew up the floor right from under ‘em. We didn’t know there was a sewer
or bombs there sir! All the assault guns collapsed or blew up, and an M4 fell
in from not retreating fast enough. All the men had been clearing a minefield
when the charges went off, so it took them all too. Remaining M4s are
retreating back to the first objectives. But sir, I believe we’ve got a bigger
problem.”


Schicksal’s head hurt, Dreschner and
Reiniger’s shouting bouncing around inside her skull. Dreschner was shaking
from head to toe in anger, and he spoke as though to an archenemy rather than a
subordinate. “You are dangerously close to the
edge Lieutenant! I should like to know what you have to report, with your
record this blackened!”


There was audible gulping on the other end.
“We’ve been trying to fight back with just the M4’s but their High Explosive is
garbage. I’ve got reports that even the fucked-up–”


“Mind your filthy tongue when you talk to me
you pig!” Dreschner shouted. Schicksal nearly cried out in pain,
her hands going up to her earpieces and almost ripping them from her head. She
had barely restrained herself from doing so in Dreschner’s presence.


“The M4’s guns can’t even break the ruined
buildings the communists are hiding in, sir.” Reiniger said, clearly putting in
the effort to affect a dialect more in kind with Dreschner and Schicksal’s
speech. “Sir, we need more 75mm assault guns out here and fast if we want to
break the main thoroughfares. That 50mm won’t cut it, sir, it’s too limited!”


“Your head is too limited.”
Dreschner said, in a low and bitter voice that was far more comforting for
Schicksal than the screaming. “You know we don’t have equal amounts of M3s and
M4s. Your men will hold their position until the next wave of your Company
reaches them, and those will be the last assault
guns you will receive, Reiniger.”


Dreschner swiped his hand across his own
neck, and Schicksal turned the dial, cutting Reiniger off. Immediately the
Brigadier-General turned around and tore some photos that had been taped up
from the wall of the tank. He pored over them, flipping between them rapidly,
looking over the South roads as photographed days and days ago.


 “Knyskna’s main thoroughfare is wide enough
for a larger formation than the five-tank advances we were using.” He said,
aloud but to himself, Schicksal knew. His mind was racing through possible
options. “Six tanks, two rows of three, both M4 and M3.”


He looked up from the photos, and then back
down, but at Schicksal instead of his own hands. “Send word to Kunze and Lentz
to watch for ambush and avoid overextension. They will expand cautiously past
the first objective, with an eye toward the roofs–”


Schicksal turned the dial mindlessly to
execute the order, but the radio rewarded her efforts with a blast of static
and noise that pummeled her senses. 


She winced and stifled a cry, almost in tears
now from the unprecedented abuse her ears had received in such a short span,
but ever the professional she grit her teeth and got to work, adjusting the
sound as best as she could with the radio’s controls. Within moments the mess
of noise and static became the frantic voices of Kunze and his tank commanders
and the ambient chaos around them, together flooding through the airwaves.


“They’re under attack sir!’ She said.
“Kampfgruppe K was ambushed in the
southeast!”










28-AG-30:
Knyskna, Southeast Thoroughfare


 


Leander felt his heart beating hard in his
chest. 


He kept himself pressed against a corner of
the room, his rifle in a stiff grip in his hands. As the tanks thundered closer
the vibrations along the cement walls transferred to his body and sunk deep
into his gut. He tried to be strong, and he endured the situation as much as he
could, but the noise and smell and the shaking was turning his stomach. 


Sharna lay against the wall on the opposite
side of a blasted-out window frame from him. Their dilapidated hideout
overlooked the road and made a prime sniping spot – Sharna
herself picked it out. She raised her finger to her mouth to signal quiet, and
shifted her eyes toward the window. Leander stood carefully beside the frame
and peered out.


A column of five assault guns, turretless
tanks, advanced in a tight formation, two wide, two deep with a fifth vehicle
trailing behind. Leander had committed to memory pictures of the tanks they
would be facing, and knew these to be M3 Hunters. 


With their guns mounted on the right side of
the tank, they would have to turn dramatically to attack Leander’s position,
which menaced them from their left. Their awkward design, lack of a machine gun
and their engine power meant, according to the notes he had read, that they
would be quite vulnerable during such a maneuver.


He took heart in this weakness and hoped he
could exploit it. 


But the tanks were not completely alone. 


Among the armored column traveled over
fifteen men, three in a motorcycle, but most on foot – the motorcycle had to start and stop and
struggle through the debris beneath and around the column. They were not
outfitted for house to house fighting. They had no automatic weapons, only long
bolt-action rifles like the ones Leander saw them use when fighting in the
woods, and they seemed to struggle with the terrain as they moved. 


In addition to the men Leander still heard
noises in the distance of tanks blasting at debris, so he knew that the
vanguard of the enemy probably counted on reinforcements. Their ambush had to
be sprung soon before the rest of the enemy’s tanks caught up to the vulnerable
M3s. Every additional tank cratered their chances of success.


Everyone waited for the signal to attack.
Below them the Nochtish men kept their eyes to the road and advanced clumsily.
Whenever they looked overhead they focused on roofs and balconies and cast only
brief glances. They did not know that the buildings ahead and around them were
taken up by men and women ready to die fighting them. 


When Sgt. Agewa or Sgt. Ibori launched their
attacks, it was likely that knowledge of this would be disseminated quickly
across Nocht’s forces. They would become far more aware of their surroundings.
It was critical to launch their ambushes as soon as possible and with some
level of coordination. This was the importance of their radios.


Leander looked behind himself, across the
ruined room, where a depression in the floor led to a fairly intact staircase.
Elena and Bonde crouched there, waiting to ambush any troops that rushed into
the building – and also listening to the backpack radio.
When it was time to attack, Elena would let them know with a thumbs up from the
staircase.


Leander lifted his rifle for no specific
purpose. He could not yet fire, but with every movement he felt more used to
its weight, better able to heft it and aim down the sights and quickly take a
shot. It was not so different from a Bundu, it was only heavier. 


He moved it, and pulled bolt to check the
chamber, and felt that these small things could be preparation enough. It
helped keep him focused through the rumbling.


“Shoot at the tanks ahead of the column. That
will slow them all down.” Sharna said softly, fidgeting absentmindedly with the
length of her rifle. “Try to hit the flat, depressed bed right behind the
cannon housing. It is the thinnest armor, and right over the engine.”


“Alright,” Leander mouthed, nodding his head
to acknowledge her.


They heard a light tapping on the floor
behind them, and looked back to see Elena’s hand, raised in a thumbs-up. The
time had come for the ambush. 


Sharna and Leander stood fully erect against
opposite sides of the window frame, their rifles in hand. In this position they
were still concealed from the enemy, but could easily fire and take cover
before the infantry could get them. They were ready to fight. 


Nocht’s tank column was now a short ways past
their building, but still well within the BKV rifle’s optimal anti-armor range
of 100 to 300 meters. Leander’s five-round internal magazine was already
loaded, and he only needed to shoot – the BKV was semi-automatic, a real marvel of
a weapon. Leander hardly knew the advantages of this trait.


Sharna took a deep, audible breath, braced
her rifle against her shoulder, raised the barrel out the hole in the window
frame and took aim while standing on her feet. 


In an instant she opened fire, a loud echoing
boom issuing from the gun as its 14.5 mm projectile screamed out, the stock
pounding against Sharna’s shoulder but hardly rocking her expert stance. She
stabilized within seconds and fired again. 


Leander stifled a surprised gasp at her and
hastily joined the attack, aiming poorly and letting loose a hasty shot – the round
ripped from the barrel with a noise like thunder, and the stock pounded his
shoulder and nearly pushed him a step back. It was certain to bruise. 


The projectile struck the lower left side of
an M3 and did seemingly nothing to the track. In a panic the enemy footsoldiers
raised their guns and opened on the window. 


Leander returned immediately to cover.


From three buildings across the street came
similar volleys of sustained anti-tank fire. 


Sharna ignored the enemy’s rounds pounding
uselessly against the concrete wall around her. She leaned out and fired twice
more at Leander’s previous target in quick succession, punching two visible
holes into the bed behind the cannon housing.


Her target stalled, black wisps fuming from
inside the engine compartment. 


Under accurate fire from a building directly
overlooking it, four smoking holes quickly appeared on the bed of another
leading M3, causing it to stall near its companions. 


Nochtish men huddled behind rocks and near
stalled tanks, shouting Hinterhalt! as the battle
was joined in earnest. With their way blocked by their immobilized lead tanks
the remaining three M3s in the back started the laborious process of turning,
slowly shifting their glacis plates so that their guns could face toward the
buildings and open fire.


“Tracks now, try to aim for the tracks!” Sharna
shouted, pausing to work her bolt and load a new clip. “Aim for the farthest
tank from you to get a straighter shot at it!”


Leander shifted a step out of cover, swinging
the barrel of his gun out of the window and taking aim across the street from
his building, where an M3 committed to a ninety degree turn to fire on them. He
took aim at the tracks and fired. 


His first shot struck the hull plate over the
tracks. Enemy fire forced him back to cover. 


Because the gun was so large he was unused to
thinking of it as semi-automatic – it felt like it should naturally be
bolt-action like the Bundu and so he did not rap
the trigger or fire successively before going into cover at the sight of
retaliatory gunfire.


He had the shoot-and-hide muscle movements
from the Bundu too close in mind. 


Breathing deep, he stepped out of cover to
shoot, this time aiming a touch lower.


Sharna joined him, her rifle now reloaded;
Leander’s shot punched through one of the road wheels, blowing it out, and
Sharna took out two in quick succession. Under this violence the track split
completely, stalling the tank mid-turn and helpless to respond to the ambush.
From the opposite side of the street, anti-tank grenades flew toward the immobilized
tanks, setting ablaze their stalled engines and smashing holes in their
cannons.


 Anti-tank fire fell relentlessly upon the
hatches and sides of the stalled tanks. Under this onslaught three tanks were
rendered useless and their hatches flew open, the crew running out to the
street with pistols out and screaming audible nonsense into hand radios.


Stray rifle rounds struck the window frame,
kicking up tiny wisps of plaster and cement dust. Sharna and Leander hid again.
Nocht’s men were rallying in ever more vigorous support of their tanks, the
shock of the ambush fading from them. They aimed for the windows with greater
fervor, and though sporadic their fire endangered the snipers. 


But the AT rifles were not alone: peeking
over the window again with great care Leander saw automatic fire pouring out of
the lower floors of the buildings, bouncing off tanks and cutting across the
positions of Nocht’s riflemen. Caught in the crossfire several Noctish men fell
instantly to the automatic bursts, riddled with bullets in the middle of the
road. Several men rushed desperately onto the remains of the streets and
charged into the buildings with their pistols out – more
easily manageable in close quarters than their rifles.


From behind him, Leander heard the belabored
thumping of
the DNV light machine guns as Bonde and Elena fought back against the incoming
home invaders. 


Hidden along the staircase, they could fire
on anyone trying to pass the building’s open doorway, as well deliver
suppressing fire over the thoroughfare. Their raid on the Djose must have taken
its toll on Nocht’s forces, because no grenades or other explosives were flung
toward the buildings to dislodge the defenders – the sounds
of battle grew decidedly one-sided as the cries and guns of Nochtish men were
silenced. DNVs beat like drums from the lower floors. Joined by the booming of
intermittent BKV fire this cacophony overwhelmed the mechanical chugging and
snapping of Nocht’s weapons.


Leander pulled the bolt on his rifle and
loaded a new clip – the
bundles were large and difficult to manage, especially while standing with his
back awkwardly to a wall.


“You need to shoot more before hiding,
Leander,” Sharna said. She was already through two clips, loading her third;
Leander was just now reloading for the first time.


Nodding, Leander maneuvered his rifle out of
the window to fire once more.


Two remaining tanks had managed to complete
their turns and now faced the row of buildings across the street from his
position. Leander’s heart skipped a beat when he saw the guns climbing. There
were more of their comrades on that side of the street, and their fire had
drawn the most attention. He spotted several snipers on the targeted windows,
desperately firing into the glacis and gun mantlet of the M3 to no avail.


 Alone,
their weapons could not stop what was coming.


“Spirits defend,” Sharna gasped, “We have to
help them Leander!”


From her pouch, Sharna sought out an
anti-tank stick grenade, and found a single, solitary example among a few
useless fragmentation grenades. While she prepared to throw it, and at a loss
for how else to help, Leander fired three shots into the engine bed of the
tank closest to him in quick succession, the BKV stock pounding into his
shoulder. 


He struck the bed several times at a good
angle, smashing through to the engine housing but with seemingly no immediate
effect. Sharna took the opportunity to throw her primed grenade at the tank
below, aiming to exploit the damage Leander had caused to the engine housing.
Those 700 grams of explosive encased in the grenade detonated on contact and
blew open a great hole into the weakened engine hatch. Flames burst up from the
exposed engine compartment and spread dangerously across the back of the tank.


It was not enough – the
vehicle clung on to life. Even as the fire spread they saw the assault gun
adjust its cruel aim. Assuredly in its death throes, the gun still readied to
fire. There was now no way for Leander and Sharna to stop what was coming.


The M3 Hunter had raised its 75mm cannon as
high as the short-barreled gun would elevate. With a dying roar it launched a
high-explosive shell through the window across the street, past several snipers
still firing in a panic. It detonated behind them.


Leander felt the explosion like a shockwave
sinking through his flesh. 


Fire and smoke expanded from the windows and
doors, casting out burning, dying bodies onto the street. The roof burst from
the inside out and showered the thoroughfare in cement chunks, and the upper
floor collapsed entirely, burning and burying the machine gunners guarding the
doorways. Five meters away the fifth M3, almost entirely unharmed in the chaos,
opened fire on a building further down the street, its cannon smashing open the
facade and ejecting snipers from the second floor with a crash of thunder. The
snipers landed unceremoniously on the streets, instantly dead from their
expulsion.


Moments later the vehicle below them had
become an inferno. 


Leander and Sharna’s previous target had had
enough, and the fires finally spread to the ammo racks. From the inside out the
great, murderous assault gun burst into pieces with an explosion that forced
Leander and Sharna instantly to cover despite their shock. 


Whether it had roasted its crew inside it
they did not know, but finally the M3 Hunter lay ripped apart along the road.
In the span of a few minutes three other assault guns, numerous men, but most
importantly, many of their comrades, lay dead with it.


One assault gun remained, and it was
unsatisfied with the bloodshed. It once again began to turn, this time casting
its murderous cannon directly at Leander’s position.


Bonde ran up to the second floor, loading a
new pan magazine atop his empty DNV as he went, and with Elena trailing close
behind him and standing guard by the steps. They too had sought cover from the
explosion happening almost right in front of them. “We’re abandoning the
building. Gather your things quickly. We’ve got time before it shoots.”


Leander and Sharna peeled themselves away
from the window, and nodded in silent shock. Leander still felt as though the
blast were rolling over him. 


Together the crew gathered pouches of
ammunition and grenades, clipping them to their belts as they rushed down the
steps, Elena and Bonde leading with their machine guns. They each fired a burst
out into the streets at any men who might have been cowering somewhere, injured
but alive. Seeking new cover the group ran out of the ruin and put their backs
to one of the smoking husks, stepping over the dead and the unconscious dying. 


Behind them they heard the tank moving and
cracking of its gun as it elevated. The squadron crouched near the debris and
the hull of a broken M3 and they covered their heads. A 75mm high explosive
shell flew into the window that had once been their sniping position and
blasted the inside of the building. Chunks of hot concrete and smoke poured out
over the street. They heard the tank’s tracks laboring to move once again.


“Does anyone have an AT grenade we can throw
at it?” Elena asked.


“Only frags left in my pouch.” Sharna
replied, and looked to her fellow anti-tank specialist. Leander silently raised
his hand from his grenade pouch, holding a Faru-Kombora
28 or FKB-28 stick grenade, the communist’s AT grenade
model. 


It was their only one left.


“Do you think you can get close and hit the
back?” Bonde said solemnly.


Leander gulped, the fire and smoke and the
dead still flashing in his mind. 


It was time to be brave.


He set his shoulders and forced his shaking
voice.


“I can do it. I just need some covering fire
or a distraction.” He said.


Elena looked grimly at him, hands gripping
her machine gun as if to say it was useless.


“I think I can keep it busy.” Sharna said. “I
can break its periscope and try to put something in the barrel and hatches. I
can be very annoying! There are small targets all over the face of that tank I
can hit, even if I can’t destroy it by doing so.”


“I guess that will have to do.” Elena said.
She patted Leander on the back.


“Run out first, Sharna. Use the debris. Find
a good spot.” Bonde said.


With the sling around her shoulder, Sharna
confidently rested her BKV against her hip. She held the weapon with one hand
on the carrying handle affixed to the barrel, and the other on the trigger
guard. Leander nodded to her in the direction he intended to run out from – Sharna
nodded back and took position away from it, bracing herself. 


She left cover as close to the opposite side
of the street as she could, running out into the open and briefly staring down
the tank. From the hip she fired her BKV twice at its face – the heavy
rounds blasted open the periscope and sank into the front of the leftmost track
and took chunks from the treads wrapped around it. A strained noise issued from
them as the track began to churn and the tank moved forward. Sharna rushed away
from it and took cover behind a collapsed portion of the roof recently
shattered by the M3.


Leander marveled for a moment at Sharna’s
grace with the BKV – she could carry it and heave it much more
competently than he could, and shoot it much more accurately. Perhaps it was
her size relative to him, but more likely it was her experience.


“You’re up Leander,” Bonde said. “May the
ancestors be with you!”


“Don’t do anything foolish. Throw and hide!”
Elena added.


Taking a deep breath, Leander plunged out of
cover in the opposite direction from Sharna, scrambling over the fallen men.
While in cover he had hardly noticed them, but in motion they all seemed to
reappear, staring at him from the earth, bleeding from dozens of wounds across
their gray uniforms and unable to even raise their pistols to stop him.


 He
thought he heard the moaning of their souls in the process of leaving behind
their ruined bodies as he ran around the husks they once defended. 


Almost on reflexes alone he weaved between
the wrecks of the other tanks, using them to conceal himself as he ran closer
to the remaining enemy vehicle. 


More BKV shots rang out from Sharna’s
position and from far up the street, where the last remaining BKV team still
lay in hiding and now found occasion again to provide their support. All the
shots bounced harmlessly off the tank, but Leander heard the target’s tracks
stop and the sound of its gun clanking and groaning as it adjusted elevation. 


They had drawn its attention away. Now,
however, it threatened his comrades as it had done before, and any one shot
would be too much for them. It had to be stopped.


Keeping himself on its left to avoid the gun,
Leander ran out into the open, just a few meters from the monster. He threw his
anti-tank grenade overhead as best as he could. 


Having no immediate and good cover, he hit
the dirt and crawled near low-lying rubble. 


He closed his eyes and heard the grenade
explode atop the vehicle and felt a wave of heat washing suddenly over him.
Only a moment later he heard tracks again, and his heart sank. Did he not
manage to stop it? He stood and got a grip on his BKV, intending to shoot it
anywhere he could in a desperate bid to stop the thing once and for all– 


Bonde and Elena opened up on the tank with
their machine guns from up the street, despite having no hope of penetrating
the thing. Leander realized that it was not moving forward, but retreating
carefully down the street, its damaged track rattling as it moved. 


Smoke blew from atop the machine, and a hunk
of shattered metal flapped against its side. He had blown open the top hatch!
Its interiors were now vulnerable.


Leander was breathing again suddenly, ragged,
his eyes drawn open, his mind racing to process the opportunity. As his allies’
DNV machine gun fire crashed uselessly against the face of the retreating tank,
Leander reached into his pockets and drew his bundle of frag grenades. Purging
his mind of dissenting thoughts Leander charged headlong again toward the
vehicle, closing physically as fast as he could with the giant machine. 


He instantly heard an incoherent screaming
from behind him. All machine guns stopped firing lest they kill him as they had
done the men lying around him. 


He could hear in his head Elena’s voice
distinctly asking if he had lost his mind; but he knew he had to move then, as
he had in the forest. With a damaged track the vehicle’s movements had been
reduced to a careful creep to avoid splitting its treads completely.


Leander ran with all his might and caught up.


He ran alongside the machine, pulling the
pins on several grenades and then tossing the entire pouch through the smoking
hatch. He heard the deadly metallic ringing of the grenades bouncing down off
the commander’s seat and around the interior. 


Still running he turned immediately and
hurtled away from it as fast as he could, making for any kind of cover from
what was about to transpire. He was still running when the blasts began, making
his way across the street. It was an instantaneous chaos behind him. Fragments,
heat and smoke blew first from the hatch, and then the ammunition stored inside
the machine felt its share of the violence as the remaining grenades exploded.


From the inside-out the tank burst open as
its stored shells detonated. 


Hunks of steel blew from the vehicle’s
punctured sides and roof, and when the engine blew the tank almost leaped.
Leander heard the pieces flying off the battered machine, whizzing across the
air with deadly new life, its rivets, hatches, glass, everything was now ammo.
Hundreds of tiny fragments and projectiles blew over him like a cloud, stinging
his back and scraping his sides, falling like metallic ashes from a mechanical
volcano.


As he set foot on the adjacent street Leander
threw himself with all his strength into an open doorway as the larger pieces
of burning steel came crashing down around the street, sure to kill whoever
they fell upon. He made it to the safety of a building’s interior.


Rolling on the ground in pain; flailing his
arms as though trying to beat insects or snakes off his body; blowing out
labored breaths as though they could cool the burning metal pinpricks across
his back. In this brief, annihilating moment of agony Leander had hardly any
time to process that he had almost single-handedly destroyed a tank.


Outside, the street was covered in smoke and
fire and metal that any advancing force would have to clear. The ambush had
made its indelible mark on the fighting.


No one could be under any illusions, however,
that they had stopped Nocht.


As he thrashed over a mound of pulverized
concrete and tried to batter down the hot pain across his back, Leander became
acutely aware of new sources of noise. 


Fresh explosions thundered in the distant
parts of the thoroughfare, and Leander, dazed by adrenaline and still in pain,
thought it had to be the ammunition in the tank still going off. However, the
retorts from cannons soon became unmistakable.


Shots began to fall closer to the ambush
sector.


Within minutes he saw the first shell making
landfall directly outside his building, and he felt the rumbling of the blast
drive right through him like an invisible knife. 


Leander forced himself to his feet, grit his
teeth against the pain and climbed out of a side window and into a nearby
alley. He saw Sharna running up the street and he joined her without looking
back, hugging the buildings as he went for what minimal concealment the awnings
and collapsed facades might give him from the tanks. Bonde and Elena were not
far behind, and vacated their position as Leander and Sharna ran past. 


Soon every survivor from the forward platoons
was running pell-mell across the ruins.


“How many are coming up?” Leander shouted
over the throng.


“It’s a fresh platoon, probably five more
tanks. We’ve lost more than half the forces we had here. We can’t stand and
fight any longer.” Bonde replied. He seemed stricken suddenly with a thought.
“I think it’s about time we called in a favor.”


He paused for a moment, and then he withdrew
his flare gun.


Sharna and Elena almost skidded to a stop
ahead of them, looking back to see what was keeping their comrades. Bonde
raised the gun overhead on a shaking hand.


“Can those three mortars we have left even
damage a tank?” Elena asked.


“If they’re 120mm then they might be able
to.” Sharna said.


Leander looked back on the street as well in
time to see Bonde shoot.


Briefly he saw the M4s charging in the
distance, until Bonde launched the flare over the road in as far and high an
arc as he could. Before the first shells were even loaded from across the
thoroughfare the team began to run again, joining anew the remainder of their
company’s forces also fleeing from the sector. Soon the shells began to fall
around the advancing M4’s, kicking up dust, rattling the hulls and putting
strain on the tracks. 


The M4s fired on the retreating forces with
their 50mm cannons, but once the platoons dispersed into the ruins they became
impossible to directly hit with cannons. Even so, Elena would not yet get her
clear answer as to whether the mortars could damage the tanks.


Nobody was looking back into the midst of the
shells and the enemy cannon fire. 


Under the cover of the mortars and across the
rubble-strewn road, the company left behind that bloody, ruined block of houses
and the road between them, dotted with bodies and the wrecks of tanks shredded
by BKVs and grenades. Their next position was the FOB. 


In all, the fighting around that lost block,
that had claimed so many lives and tanks, had lasted only minutes, and much of
the Nochtish force remained intact.










5.  The Battle of Knyskna II


 










28th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E.


Shaila Dominance – Djose Wood, 8th PzD Headquarters Area


 


A gruesome ambush unfolded in Knyskna; it was
all the more chaotic when witnessed only through the radio. Communication was
so incoherent that Dreschner periodically ordered the lines to be cut for a
moment so they could take a breather from the noise.


With the fighting dying down Karla Schicksal
diligently wrote down the details – it would be up to her to pass on the losses
to Oberkommando in a preliminary report via radio. Kampfgruppe K lost
an entire platoon of assault guns in Knyskna, and several tanks suffered damage
from a ceaseless barrage of heavy mortars that would be difficult to repair.
However they managed to destroy key enemy positions in the process, and killed
many of the entrenched communists, forcing the ambushers to flee from the site.


Kampfgruppe R was a disaster, having
lost a platoon of assault guns, an M4, and suffered damage similar to
Kampfgruppe K, broken periscopes and
blasted guns that would require them to pull back to the headquarters. They
suffered these loses without taking any of the enemy in turn to show for it. In
addition Kampfgruppe R’s main route of advance had
been destroyed and they would be slow and vulnerable if they stuck to the plan.


Piling atop these troubles, both Kampfgruppen
had seen a total and devastating loss of foot soldiers. Each would have to bury
its compliment of Baumgartner’s men. 


There was a bright spot. 


Kampfgruppe L had also been
ambushed, and lost most of its platoon of assault guns to the attack, but it
had retreated diligently and inflicted terrible damage to a platoon of
communist light tanks, and its compliment of recon troops survived the
onslaught.


This was the extent of the good news. 


They could not rely on L for their main penetration: the
Western thoroughfare, through which L advanced, wound more and took longer
to navigate than the south or south-east.


Despite the setbacks, she realized every
Kampfgruppe had achieved its (uncontested) initial objectives, therefore the
operation was still on schedule. 


Could additional movement be possible in
these circumstances? Clearly their final objectives would be heavily contested,
and the terrain favored the enemy. Driving through the main thoroughfare would
leave them open to more ambushes, and there was still the question of breaking
through the rubble in a timely fashion. With their depleted manpower, the 8th
Panzer Division’s kampfgruppen in Knyskna might not be able to make it.


Obvious as it seemed with the benefit of
hindsight, nobody in the 8th PzD had foreseen the vicious ambushes and the
prodigal coordination that had made them possible.


All of the Kampfgruppen had been allowed to
advance uncontested toward the ambush points, and had all been struck at almost
the same time. Anti-tank rifles at relatively close range had taken tracks and
engines. Anti-tank grenades at such ranges scored deadly hits that crippled the
vehicles. Their men, inside and out of vehicles, became sitting ducks.


Schicksal sighed audibly. For the most part
she felt quite removed from the fighting, as though not really a part of this
invading army. But in these moments she felt a sickening sort of solidarity
with the poor fools who had been burnt and blasted dead. 


She also felt a disgusting complicity. She
facilitated their march toward death. She had been a primary medium for many
deadly words: “advance!” and “attack!” and so on. While Dreschner gave the
orders, so many men heard them through her voice. 


Many perhaps found it soothing to do so. 


That was probably a key part of her job.
Schicksal had a good voice. Did these men feel more inclined to charge into
ambush having heard a siren lure them to this course?


Schicksal sighed; she wondered how people
reacted to her reports. Would seasoned warriors think about this situation and
its participants differently? Was there a different brain in a General or Field
Marshal’s skull than the one she had been born with?


She pulled down her glasses and rubbed her
temples. She stared long and hard at her radio, her vision blurring in and out
of focus and a tight pain flaring across her head as she pressed with her
fingers. Her mind was running away with her. She reined it in. 


She was just a signals girl, she had no power
and no debt of blood to anyone. 


Many of these men probably did not even
consider her a soldier. 


From overhead, Dreschner tapped her on the
shoulder with his foot.


“Shicksal!” He called out authoritatively.


“Yes sir!” She replied.


“I order you to eat!” He unexpectedly
replied.


Schicksal pulled down her headset and looked
over her shoulder.


“Say again sir?”


“You have not eaten a thing in seven hours
now. Break open your Keinne and eat.”


“Yes sir.” She said. In the back of her mind
she felt he was being quite patronizing. She thought she was just fine. He
hadn’t eaten either. But he must have seen her rubbing her head and sighing and
staring at her radio with frustration. Obediently Schicksal pulled open a gray
pouch on the floor of the tank, along the wall with her radio equipment.


Inside was a can of Fleisch, and
bundles of bread and cheese wrapped in wax paper. She spread the creamy,
pungent meat paste atop the dark, hard bread and ate, gnawing on the cheese
between bites. Beside the bread, meat and cheese they had a large can of mixed
vegetables preserved in stock, and sugar candy in the form of little amber
rocks. 


There was nothing to drink but water. 


Schicksal was quick to finish her meal. It
fell into her stomach like a stone, and it was all rather bland. Perhaps a bit
of oil or mustard would have helped the taste.


She found the repetition of chewing and
tasting eerily calming regardless.


While she ate, Brigadier-General Dreschner
had thoroughly looked over the same photos for the fifth time, and nodded his
head to them. They were all taken days ago and were in Schicksal’s mind mostly
useless as a source of information on the current enemy position, but Dreschner
was incredibly interested in them. From time to time Dreschner would write
something with an ink pen on one of the photos and mutter to himself.


He had invested much into this plan, having
received permission to push ahead on his own from the Oberkommando Suden. The
High Command wanted movement at any cost, and they were willing to believe that
movement could be gained with Dreschner’s limited resources. Dreschner was all
too eager to believe he could take Knyskna.


It was an ambitious drive, and though they
had planned for a few snags, they had not planned on the level of resistance
and ingenuity they were met with. Schicksal always snatched glances of the
General as he worked, wondering dimly what went through the mind of a
tactician, how he saw the unfolding battle. Did he think anything like she did?


She wondered how he saw the communists too;
what he failed to see; what he saw now that
could correct his earlier mistakes. It seemed alien to contemplate; and
ultimately there was not much of a show for her in watching the man tap and
fidget and grit his teeth.


Schicksal made to put her headset back over
her hair and turned her back again, but she paused when she heard the General
grunt in her direction and felt him tap her on the shoulder again. Graciously,
but with an inner sigh, she met his eyes anew.


“Would you like some bread as well sir?” She
replied with false cheer.


“No, not that. I’ve got a new route for Kunze
and Reiniger to follow.”


Karla feigned interest. “Changing the plan,
sir?”


“Our enemy is different than we expected.”
Dreschner said.


“Do you think we can still take the rail
station before night sir?” She asked.


“Yes.” Dreschner said tersely. Karla wondered
whether this was all his pride talking.


But she was just the signals girl. 


She listened, and with her soothing voice,
she relayed the orders.


“In addition,” Dreschner said, rubbing his
chin and smiling with a sudden satisfaction, “Contact Baumgartner and ask if
among his men there are any Gebirgsabteilungen soldiers.
I want those men in the southeast and the west, advancing into the city, alone.
I want them to climb, and I want them to put those hookshots and rifles of
theirs to good use.”


Karla nodded. 


Dreschner was definitely wrapping his head
around the situation now. 


She saw it in his eyes.










28-AG-30: Knyskna, Southeast Inner Boroughs FOB


 


A dismal compliment of soldiers returned to
the FOB.


It was late afternoon and the sun had already
begun its trek down from the sky. 


Soldiers trickled up from the southeast,
climbing wearily over the rock, squeezing through rubble, and ambling across
the open streets, making their way into the building. 


Sgt. Bahir’s headquarters staff greeted the
arrivals and furnished them with some food and drink in paper cups, soupy
lentils and milk flavored with fruits, a minor pick-me-up.


Staff members took quick reports from
surviving officers, gathered inventory and distributed supplies, and found
everyone places to sit and rest. There was a somber and eerie mood around them.
Nobody wanted to admit it, but they all felt quite defeated.


Squadron III arrived with the others. Though
the ambush was far behind them, in Leander’s mind, and likely the minds of his
comrades, he still heard the blasts and saw his allies die fighting, and it
felt stunning and bizarre to him, like he had watched it in a film. 


Sergeant Bahir entered the lobby where all
the soldiers were gathered, and he appeared to look over everyone at once from
his position by the door of his office. 


He had a semblance of a smile and a fiery
gaze. 


“Good work everyone.” He said. The instant he
started to speak all the whispers in the room quieted. Despite only being a
Sergeant, Bahir was older than everyone else in the room and more experienced.
He commanded the respect of a general within this FOB, and everyone was eager
for his message. It would end up being brief. 


“Nocht will have to work harder to penetrate
through to this FOB. All of our defensive sectors across Knyskna are holding so
far. I received word from the railyard that we have only a few more trainloads
before our armored train can take us all from here. Avenge your fallen comrades
by living to fight another day. Victory is close, comrades!”


He raised his fist into the air, and everyone
followed. This was all the speech that he would give. It was not the right time
now for long speeches. He acknowledged them and praised their efforts and that
was all he could do in the face of what had transpired.


Once Sergeant Bahir and his staff retreated
back into their makeshift office, and everyone in the room began to idle once
more, Leander felt Elena’s hand settle on his back. 


He looked over his shoulder, and she tapped
him in the cheek to make him look away, positioning herself behind him and
sliding her hands into his jacket solemnly. 


Bonde joined her, and from the glances
Leander got of his face he appeared concerned. 


Though Elena was as ginger to him as she
could be, his wounds still stung awfully whenever she touched them. She
inspected him, and shook her head several times while doing so and made
disapproving sounds. She was exasperated by his condition and he did feel like
a bit of a fool for his recklessness back in the thoroughfare. 


“Leander, you need to go find a medic and get
yourself patched up.” Elena said.


“I’m fine.” Leander replied. He wanted to
stand guard. An attack would be coming. It hurt, but he could deal with the
pain. He hoped during battle it would fade into the background completely. It
was only a dull, persistent ache at the moment.


“Your back is a mess of bloody cuts. You
could get an infection. Go.” Elena insisted.


Sharna recused herself from the discussion,
but Bonde was watching them intently.


“Go to the medic, Leander.” Bonde said
suddenly. It sounded like an order. 


Leander complied.


He dropped his BKV and ammunition into a
crate, and asked a nearby soldier where to go. With her directions he made his
way to the back of the building, arriving at a rectangular sky-blue room once
used as a washing and laundry space. Soldiers had pushed the cylindrical
washing machines out into the alleyway behind the room’s back door, and the
space was now occupied by a few tables and curtains. It was a lonesome place. 


There were no wounded men or women to
accompany Leander. 


Anyone who might have qualified from the
forward platoons had been wounded to death. Nobody had even had time to collect
their bodies due to the situation.


Leander purged his mind of such morbid ideas,
drank his milk and tipped the gooey lentils into his mouth. He could not even
focus on the taste. Seated on the edge of a wheeled bed he waited for a medic
to come tend to him. There were no medical orderlies on hand this time.
Manpower of that nature was scarce; the few medics probably had other duties.


He figured that someone would be sent to him
soon enough, after they completed some other chore around the FOB, and so he
waited patiently for what seemed like a half hour for attention. He wondered
idly what kind of doctor had stayed behind with them.


Whenever he stopped moving or fighting, he
always seemed drawn to take greater notice of his condition, and all the little
discomforts that were piling up. On the battlefield it was easy for him to
forget the slight chafing of his breasts against the brace, the aching of the
bruises across his chest and belly and shoulder whenever he bent or moved his
arms. 


He smelled like gunpowder and smoke, and
there was a hollow ringing in his ears from the absence of explosions and
screaming and gunfire. He guessed he was a soldier now, more than before. A
week ago he had no training and a rifle he could barely work. 


Now he had all kinds of scars, and an eerily
building knowledge of battle.


Leander sighed a little. But this was the man
he had chosen to be. 


A man who could protect his people and his
dreams in absence of any greater technical skill or ambition. Was that an ideal
soldier? He didn’t know. It was just who he was.


He was starting to regret having time alone
to think.


When finally he heard steps along the adjoining
hall, he raised his head. So far he had given no consideration to seeing
another doctor and explaining his unique status to them: but he figured it
would not be a problem. Then, through the empty doorway into the room appeared
a familiar face. It was Dr. Agrawal in her white coat and long skirt, her hair
tied up into a bun and her face looking less rough than the day before. She was
on her own and smiled when she came into the room. Leander’s own face
brightened at the sight.


“Ah, Leander Gaurige! I did not expect you to
be here.” She said, loudly and cheerfully. Leander flushed a little bit. “Don’t
be surprised, you are still quite fresh on my mind. I thought by now you would
be safe on your way to Solstice. I must admit it is bittersweet to see you
again. I love familiar patients, but people only come to me with misfortune.”


“Sorry.” Leander said. “I had to stay. It’s
the kind of man I am, you could say.”


“I suppose you could be a much worse kind of
man than this!” Dr. Agrawal said, patting him on the shoulder. Leander cringed
a little bit, and she removed her hand. “Oh, sorry, sorry. I’m such a friendly
oaf sometimes. I need to regain my professional spirit.”


“It is fine. I can feel myself healing
already in your care.” Leander said.


Dr. Agrawal laughed. “I’m not that good
I’m afraid. Are you surprised to see me?”


Surprised was a large understatement. Leander
was quite visibly exuberant. 


It was almost like meeting a great friend
again after a long time, even though he had only met the doctor for the first
time very recently. She had been very kind to him, and as his first real
doctor, outside of quacks and spirit healers, she left an impression on him.


“I never asked what you were doing, but I
assumed you would leave.” Leander said.


“No, I was never planning to go. I came out
of a fairly early retirement in order to do necessary medical work in this time
of crisis. A doctor should follow the blood draining from the people. So I
decided to rejoin the army, albeit a bit begrudgingly. After all, I’m used to
the environment. I learned medicine while in the army. It has been a quite a
long time since I was last active military, but that shouldn’t be a problem.”


“Well, I for one am glad you are here,
doctor. Makes me feel safe.”


She nodded. “Working with wounded soldiers
these past few days was what rekindled my commitment. And I must admit you were
on my mind since we last met. Let us not leave your back running red for any
longer, Private Leander Gaurige.”


Leander cooperated easily and removed his
shirt and loosened brace to free his breasts. He was happy for the doctor’s
company in this situation. It was a real relief to see her again. 


Dr. Agrawal cut the bloody bandages from his
back, and stared with consternation at the red, pitted expanse across his spine,
covered in shards of metal and long cuts. 


He saw everything in a mirror established
across the room. 


It was worse than it looked when he had his
clothes on. 


However it was not crippling. Just a
honeycomb of bright red flesh wounds.


The Doctor nodded to herself after examining
him, and stepped beside the bed. From a nearby crate she gathered clean towels,
tweezers, a roll of bandages and a bottle of clear liquor. She put all the
things atop a little trolley and kicked it over to the bed. 


Leander was puzzled by the final item and
picked up the bottle.


“This is eighty-percent alcohol!” Leander
said with child-like wonder.


Dr. Agrawal took the bottle from his hands,
and tapped him on the head with the cap. “It would certainly make your throat
feel a bit raw if you drank it. But it’s not going in there right now. Liquor
has other important uses in a time of crisis you see.”


She popped the top of the bottle, shook it to
give him a warning, and then poured a steady stream over Leander’s shoulder. He
cringed and clung to the side of the bed with his hands, his wounds flaring up
with stinging pain the instant the liquid dripped over them. He felt heat
seeping through the cuts and into his flesh, and felt the sharpness of the
fragments anew as the liquor flowed past them and over the gashes on the
surface.


“We ran out of medical alcohol, but hard
liquor is decent.” Dr. Agrawal said.


Leander grit his teeth and tried to smile a
little through it, saying nothing.


Dr. Agrawal picked up her tweezers, and the
towels and bandages, and she set to work, taking the tiny bits of steel and
pulling them gently out of Leander’s body, setting them aside, then cleaning
the wound again with another sharp drizzle of liquor. Dabbing from the towels
irritated his flesh, but Leander tried to be strong and stony faced. 


Between cleaning and pulling, Dr. Agrawal
paused and looked up at the mirror, feigning like she was examining him with
more interest. 


After a few times, she finally came out and
said what she was thinking.


“Bullets to the chest and explosions behind
your back. I see you’re becoming a regular soldier, my boy!” She pulled another
fragment as she spoke. Her ward could not help but burst out laughing through
the hot discomfort of the liquor seeping into his wounds and the awkward touch
of her tools across his back pulling out pieces of steel. 


It was strange but wonderful to him how he
could laugh in the middle of these events, in a medic’s quarters having
fragments pulled from him and blood cleaned off his back. 


Once all the pieces had been pulled from him,
Dr. Agrawal dressed the wounds.


“Thanks.” Leander said softly. Both for the
treatment and the good laugh.


“I try.” Dr. Agrawal replied. “A good
attitude helps everyone. Myself included.”


“Is that how you handle being in the
military?” Leander asked.


“All of the labor involved in that is
invisible. It happens in the brain. What aspect of the military do you wish to
harden yourself against? Fear? Loss? Grief? Everyone thinks about each of them
differently.” Dr. Agrawal said. She closed her eyes and smiled contemplatively.
“I used to feel a mute pain and pity for everyone around me. Gradually the
group of people I mourned for grew smaller, not always by death, but simply by necessity.
You’ll start with a big heart in war, but you’ll find that it will shrink.”


“I see. Being honest, I sort of want to weep
for all the comrades who lost their lives.” Leander said. He smiled a little.
He felt the tears in his eyes but he did not weep. He felt oddly calm. “I do
not, though. Perhaps my heart is already hard.”


“It is not. If it were, you would not admit
it to yourself so readily.”


“Is it alright to be calm in the middle of
this? I’m sitting here awaiting an attack.”


“War is an alien thing, especially in these
times. We all process it differently.”


“I suppose that’s just another part of myself
I have to figure out.” Leander said.


Dr. Agrawal finished wrapping his bandages
and helped him to affix his chest brace anew. She patted him gently on the
shoulder with the tips of her fingers, careful to be friendly with her touch
but not actually excite his wounds in any way.


“You would be a novel man indeed if you can
completely decipher such a thing.”


Leander stood from the bed. He extended his
hand toward the doctor and she shook it.


“It is no problem at all comrade.” She said.
“This is my reason to live.”


“Will you be staying? With our company, I
mean. Or our division? I don’t know.”


Dr. Agrawal chuckled. “I would usually be
considered a regimental asset, but perhaps I can convince HQ about the dire
need for increased medical care at all levels. But yes, unless misfortune
befalls me, I intend to follow your general grouping of men and women as far as
we go. I will try to be available specifically to you if that is possible.”


She withdrew a card from her pocket, with her
name on it, and handed it to Leander.


“Just show anyone that card if you need care
and I will see to it to personally.”


Leander beamed. “Thank you! I would feel much
more comfortable that way.”


“I’m glad you appreciate the arrangement.”
Dr. Agrawal beamed back. “Until we get to Solstice, I’d like to do what I can
to help you. You’re a special patient. I really want you to meet Dr. Kappel. I
think it will do you so much good to meet with her.”


“I will definitely make it to Solstice and
meet her.” Leander said. Though a part of him wondered why she was so happy to
help him, he suppressed this cynicism rapidly and easily. “And maybe you can
meet Dr. Kappel yourself as well!”


“Ah, no; I have different people I must meet
first if Solstice is ever on my horizon.”


She looked a touch melancholy for a moment,
the light wrinkling around her mouth and eyes becoming a bit more pronounced,
and a flash of an old pain in her eyes.


Their conversation was cut short before
Leander could venture to ask what was wrong and who she might meet instead of
her colleague. A uniformed man tapped his fist on the door frame several times
and leaned through. He was a little shaken up. 


“All HQ staff must prepare for evac, ma’am,
and the Private should go out front.”


Dr. Agrawal nodded. “Go on, Leander. And take
care.”


Leander followed the beleaguered soldier out
to the lobby, where everyone crowded around Sgt. Bahir and a few of his direct
subordinates at the door to the FOB. 


He sought out Squadron III and easily found
Sharna standing about a head taller than anyone else, drumming her fingers
along the body of her BKV anti-tank rifle. 


Leander regrouped with his comrades and asked
them to catch him up on what was happening. He saw people everywhere, and
standing at the doorway, Sgt. Bahir spoke determinedly into a radio, but
Leander could not hear what he was saying or listening to.


“Supposedly a runner’s coming with
information.” Elena said. “Are you well?”


“I’m fine.” Leander sighed. “I was fine
before, actually, but I am even better now.”


Elena frowned at him. “You were only a fine
way from an infection.”


Shots rang suddenly out across the ruins. 


Through the gaps in the bodies around him
Leander saw a pair of people running at them from the distance, rifle bullets
striking the earth around their feet with sharp cracks. 


People started to disperse and he could see
better what was going on outside. 


It was the forward observers running toward
them and under attack, desperately climbing over rubble, squeezing between
broken buildings and running across stretches of wide-open street to try to
make it to safety. Someone out there was gunning for them.


Men and women from the FOB suddenly leaped
over the open window frames and through the door of the lobby and onto the
street, their own rifles in hand, and opened fire at the buildings overlooking
the thoroughfare to try to cover for the runners.


Leander, stunned, did not join the charge. As
he watched things unfold, he felt almost bitterly that he should go fight, but
he and his squad stayed behind instead. He felt more than a little foolish
huddling in cover with Elena and Sharna and Bonde.


Outside, the situation was confused. Fire
fell intermittently, deflecting off rubble or striking the ground near boots
and crouched legs. Nobody could find the snipers anywhere at first, until
suddenly a bullet carved a bloody hole through the neck of one of the runners,
and it seemed that all at once half the company was locked to the same building
a block away and firing relentlessly. A body fell from a high window and people
ran out to collect it as well as the injured runner, who choked in the street,
grasping the wound.


Despite this, bullets continued to fall from
nearby rooftops and the battle continued both for the people outside and for
the people in the FOB, as the snipers began to put their rounds through the
windows and the door with increasing frequency and accuracy. 


A burst of chopping gunfire that could have
only come from a Norgler fell near the rifle
troops outside. The HQ staff began to wave people to cover and distributed
guns. Leander picked up a BKV again and aimed out the window, but couldn’t see
a thing to shoot. Sharna and Elena filled the air with lead in his stead, and
Bonde picked up a scope and scanned the area, but it all seemed hopeless for
them from where Leander sat.


A dozen meters away the runners and the
soldiers from the FOB linked up, and took cover from the snipers and from the
hidden machine gun together. Sgt. Bahir watched them. Unfazed, barely hiding
against the building’s door frame, he cast a smoldering look at a cluster of
nearby structures. He turned a dial on his radio and called their artillery.


“Company calling for a 120mm barrage on the
Dunbe apartment block, hit the rooftops. Three tubes, 15 rounds total across
three buildings. Coordinates to follow–”


Minutes later the sound of machine guns and
rifles coming from the rooftop was shouted down by the blasting of mortar
shells, crashing down in as much of a rolling barrage as three tubes could
muster across the rooftops of three adjacent buildings. 


Rooftops collapsed under the heavy mortar
shells, and smoke and flames belched from the upper floor apartment windows. As
the shells fell and the smoke blew Sgt. Bahir waved for the people outside the
FOB to run back inside, escorting the live observer and carrying the injured
observer and the body of the dead Nocht soldier into safety. Inside they
settled the injured observer down on a table, but it was too late. A medic
pulled down her eyelids and arranged her hands over her chest. Feeling that the
presence of death would upset everyone, a few soldiers were tasked with taking
the body out back to be bagged up.


Meanwhile Sgt. Bahir examined the badge on
the Nocht soldier. 


He picked it up and raised it to his eyes,
and everyone around the room could see it. 


It was a flower that Leander had never seen
before. It was easy to tell that this sniper was a different kind of soldier
than the men they had slaughtered around the tanks. He had on a more
rugged-looking uniform with a cape and hood and thicker pants, all gray with a
strange pattern over them, and his rifle mounted a scope atop. 


Clipped to his belt was a folding grappling
hook. He was a climber.


“Gebirgsjager.” Sgt. Bahir
said. “The edelweiss badge leaves no
doubt.”


“Mountaineer troops?” A member of Bahir’s
staff asked.


“Yes. Trained for mobility in rough terrain.
Such as the ruins all around us.”


“Sergeant!”


Behind them, the remaining observer caught
his breath and saluted clumsily. 


He was not dressed in a military uniform, but
in a vest and shirt and trousers, like a civilian, but with an orange scarf
around his neck. Leander wondered if he was a civilian, or just dressed like
one. Their observers were dispersed all over the city, watching Nocht’s
movements and reporting via radio. What kind of circumstances would force them
to run back? From the look of it all, it appeared to Leander that this Gebirgsjager soldier
had been hunting the observers. He gulped at the thought of it. Such a feat in
such a short span of time certainly made the mountain men of Nocht a lot more
frightening an enemy.


The Observer stuttered as he spoke. He looked
quite shaken up. 


“Sir, the imperialist forces have left the
thoroughfare here in the Southeast. They didn’t even move the wrecks from the
ambush spot. They’re pushing through the buildings and alleys and taking a
circumspect route toward us. I lost track of them sir, I’m sorry. I was
attacked and lost my radio in a panic. She and I, we were attacked by them.”


“It’s alright.” Sgt. Bahir put his hands on
his shoulder. “You did well. Take a horse from out back and evacuate. Carry her
body to her family as well if you can. We thank you both for your service. This
should not have been your fight, comrade.”


“Thank you sir.” Still shaking, the Observer
was helped out back by staff.


Sgt. Bahir turned around to face all the
soldiers on guard around the windows and the doorway, rifles out and looking
over the windows and rooftops nearby for more of these Gebirgsjager men.
He called them all to attention and pointed them outside. “Everyone gather your
equipment. I want as many BKVs in hands as we can spare. We’re abandoning the
FOB. Run to the alleys, take the horses and ride to the last line.”


Around him, there was a nodding of heads and
the evacuation commenced in a hurry. Squadron III formed up quickly, took their
things in shoulder slings and packs, and hurried outside with the rest. Leander
suddenly looked forward to meeting a horse.










28-AG-30: 8th
Panzerdivisione Southeast Advance


 


The M4 Sentinel medium
tank carefully pushed its way into the building through a broken wall,
budging cement blocks and rubble. While the structure shook, it did not
collapse. Easily, the tank slid itself through a back door and into a little
plaza between the buildings, a recreation area where the apartment’s
inhabitants could get fresh air and sit. 


Treading over a bench and past a wooden
fence, the tank found itself squeezing into an alleyway between two buildings
that had been reduced to gray and brown mounds. In the alley, the tank
commander called his subordinates over the radio, and then one other M4 and a
single M3 easily followed his trackmarks through the building and into the
alley.


Together they advanced through the depths of
Knyskna’s ruins, knowing that any major building collapse would force them to
abandon their tanks. They advanced in small groups to avoid choking the tight
paths and to coordinate easier. It was nerve-wracking movement, stopping and
starting and stopping again, careful not to disturb the area.


As they wandered through broken buildings and
squeezed into alleys and trod over hills of rubble, through their periscopes
they saw tiny groups of Gebirgsjager men in their
cloaks climbing the sides of tall, sturdy buildings to establish positions and
flush out scouts. 


In pairs and even sometimes on their own,
these hunters protected the tanks from any more communist ambushes. Already
they had flushed out a few communist scouts.


These were not the only men in the ruins. 


Ahead of them, a man in motorcycle approached
and waved for them to advance. He led them into open spaces between ruined
blocks and standing structures. Every so often the motor soldier would pause
beside the lead tank, climb it, pop the hatch and address the commander. He
shared what he had learned about the area, and where next they could squeeze
the tank platoon into and advance unopposed. They would call it in, await confirmation
from a beautiful voice. Then they would be off again.


Brigadier-General Dreschner had ordered them
to make their advance directly through the ruins and up north. And so they
moved through the rubble, and they called Dreschner’s little siren to keep the
General appraised of their progress through the maze.


“This is Signals Officer Schicksal in
contact.” She said. “Report confirmed. Continue the advance as ordered. Watch
the high ground for enemy activity.”


So they moved through the ruins, high explosive
loaded into their cannons and ready to shoot in case of an ambush. They knew
the communists had few tanks of their own, and those that did exist could be
destroyed even without penetrating rounds. 


These tankers had not personally seen the
ambushes. They had been briefed, and they understood there was danger. But they
were relatively fresh off the staging areas and no harm had come to them as
they moved, so they were just as confident as the men in the morning, advancing
through a land devoid of the enemy. They had heard of the embarrassing defeat
of the communists at Tukino and Dori Dobo and in the borders.


They hailed from Nocht, the capital of
capitalism – they would win.


For many of them, they had
to win. For their
country, yes; but also for their futures. For their careers. Names and
histories were being made in this ancient land, and you either flew or you
fell. Nocht’s technocrats demanded perfection. Nocht was a land of opportunity,
but only the very best, the hardest working, the most skilled, would earn the
true riches to be reaped. It was a competition; even as they advanced together
every man knew that he had to take the glory for himself first, in order to
earn himself a big seat like Dreschner’s.


United without, divided within, and with gold
in their eyes, the tanks advanced.


Coordinating this effort in southeast Knyskna
was Lt. Kunze. Unlike the Brigadier-General’s Befehlspanzer, Kunte’s M4
Sentinel had the standard radio equipment and a real gun. He could communicate
with the FOB in Djose, but the farther he got, the worse he would sound to
them. He could definitely not contact any forces farther than that, but he did
not need to. Speaking to Dreschner (Schicksal, for the most part) was enough.


His tank was pitted and burnt and the left
track was worse for wear – a 120mm mortar had nearly struck him, and he had
endured several BKV attacks when he attempted to pursue the communists and
avenge the loss of his assault gun platoon. 


That had been more than enough combat for Lt.
Kunze. He was anxious enough without suffering the persistent sweat and shaking
of being in a fight. He hung back now, following a ways behind the advancing
troops, always removed from them around a corner or hidden in an alleyway,
observing and coordinating well away from the front.


From below him a boy barely out of his teens
turned to face him. He was the radio operator of his tank crew, which included
a gunner and loader in front of him, and a driver below as well. In a soft
voice the boy said, “Schicksal is calling, sir.”


“Is this something you can’t handle? Turning
a knob?” Kunze said contemptuously.


“She wants to speak with you personally.” the
boy continued, his voice shaking.


“Fine, fine.”


Kunze pulled his headphones from around his
neck and up to his ears.


“Lt. Kunze reporting.”


“Status report,” Schicksal asked,
“Brigadier-General wishes to know your progress.”


“According to the Jagers,
we’re only a few blocks away now. But we have to penetrate the thoroughfare
from multiple alleys, or else we will have all the tanks bunched in one place
and suffer the same problems.” Kunze replied.


“Correct. Therefore, you should make greater
haste.” Schicksal said.


“We are advancing on schedule!” Kunze said,
raising his voice suddenly.


Schicksal did not rise to the provocation. 


Her own voice was smooth and clear, her lines
delivered with precision and skillful timing. “Our schedule is being rewritten.
Sunlight is precious right now. Brigadier-General Dreschner expresses his
desire for you to personally direct the assault on the communist defenses along
the southeast thoroughfare. It is, presently, the shortest and most direct
route from which to attack the communist base, given the problems Reiniger is
facing.”


She paused. Preempting a response, she spoke
again.


“Of course, if you do not feel up to the
task–”


Obviously, there was no choice. Clearing his
throat and controlling his tone of voice again, Kunze replied much more
affirmatively. “I am honored that the Brigadier-General chose me for this
mission and I shall conduct it to the best of my ability.”


“Wonderful. Then, do make haste. All tracks
are to stop at nightfall.”


Kunze grit his teeth a little reflexively. He
hated it when the radio girl tried to tell him how to conduct himself. He hated
it even more when she seemed like the one giving him orders, when she spoke
with a voice like she had deigned to command him. What would she know about
anything? How dare she talk so authoritatively to him as though she had a role
of any importance in this battle? What goddamn nerve.


Of course, he knew intellectually that
Schicksal was just passing along whatever it was Dreschner mumbled to himself
in his radio tank as he waited for them to do the work.


But it still felt condescending and
humiliating when it was she who delivered the lines and not the CO. It reminded
him of the attitude she pulled in the Djose, talking when she wasn’t supposed
to, sitting by Dreschner all the time like she was something special. 


He envisioned Schicksal having just as much
of a stick up her ass as Dreschner, all the while sitting comfortably behind
the lines, and it vexed him. 


He almost went as far as to say he hated
Schicksal and her ilk.


But Kunze was at heart a fearful and stealthy
creature. 


He said nothing untoward. Schicksal had
nothing to aspire to, and therefore she had nothing to be careful about, but he
did, and he had to.


“Acknowledged.” He said. “We will speed up
and breach soon.”


“Good. Report just before launching your
attack. Schicksal out.”


Silence on the radio. Lt. Kunze and his tanks
were now the premier force in Knyskna.


Kunze ripped his headphones from his head and
in a sudden fit, threw them and the little box they were attached to at the
radio boy, striking him behind the head with the object. Not a peep came out of
the boy, and faced with Kunze’s sudden fury he just hunched closer to the small
radio unit affixed to the side of the tank.


Irate, incoherent thoughts filled the
Lieutenant’s head. He bit his nails. He sweated like a pig. It was all up to
him now, suddenly. That snake Schicksal, he thought irascibly, her tone
revealed nothing, she did not betray any of the impact of the situation in her
voice, but he knew, he knew. This was his chance to
either fly or fail. Dreschner was testing him. 


He knew. His heart
pounded.


“Vorwärts!” Kunze shouted, his
voice reverberating inside the tank.


His gunner and loader steadied themselves on
their makeshift seats, and his driver sped them all out of an alleyway, cutting
in front of a platoon of tanks in order to advance toward the creeping front
line. He would be getting even closer now to the communists than he had ever
been before. In his mind Kunze still heard the shots and the blasts and felt
his tank shaking. His whole body trembled with the thought and his stomach
roiled, but there was no other way. Regrettably he would have to direct the
advance with greater fervor.


Otherwise, he risked a higher rank on
Dreschner’s shit-list, along with Reiniger.


So many of their elite 8th PzD had failed
already. 


Kunze couldn’t afford to fail with them. This
was for Nocht, for country, for people, for freedom, for capitalism, for glory, for himself.
It was better to die than to fail this.


“Listen up, and broadcast this to the crews
when I’m done.” Kunze shouted, his voice strained over the noise of the tank. “Kampfgruppe
K has been given the
honor of taking the communist’s base of operations in Knyskna. We will be the
first into the oven and the last out, as it should be. We are the real men in
this fight! Our country depends on us; depends on you.
I’m expecting a swift and thorough victory! Allow none of the communist scum to
escape your grasp. You have the better weapons, the better training, and the
spirit of progress and ingenuity!  I want to hear no excuses and see no
failures. There will be rewards, great rewards, to those who distinguish
themselves! Vorwärts!”


Everyone in the tank cowered; the message
soon shook other hearts in Kpfg. K. as well.










28-AG-30:
Southeast Inner Boroughs West Bend


 


Abandoning the FOB the Ayvartan troops ran
toward the far side of the thoroughfare and vanished into its alleyways and
intersections. Groups of horses had been tied down around the thoroughfare in
case emergency transportation was needed. 


Headquarters’ own horses were located just
behind the FOB, and they were already riding up the thoroughfare: everyone else
dispersed hastily off the path.


Leander’s squad ran two blocks up from the
FOB and took a corner into a tight alleyway that opened up into a small sitting
plaza between two big buildings, within which a single big tree had been
planted. Several horses had been left tied to this tree, with one soldier left
behind to care for them. He waved to make himself known when he saw Leander’s
squadron approaching, and began to untie the horses for them.


Smiling, Leander approached one of the bigger
horses in the pack, its hide a uniform brown and its mane long and dark. All of
the horses were Ayvartan breeds, middleweight, meant more for riding than for
heavy pulling, and they were quite beautiful to behold. 


Though he might have been a stranger to war
and an untrained warrior, Leander knew horses. A caravan was nothing without
them, after all! He made cooing noises and stroked the horse’s muzzle as he
stood near it. He laughed contentedly as he petted the animal. 


Obediently, the horse made no move away from
him, and seemed for the most part ambivalent to his presence. Fair enough! They
didn’t know each other yet. He felt oddly excited about the horse, even in the
middle of this situation. They could be attacked at any moment! But a horse was
such a natural and beautiful and comforting sight.


Behind him, Elena laughed and patted him
cheerfully in the back. 


“You two are hitting it off, I see! What do
you think of it?”


“This is a good horse.” He replied. “It has a
great build. Does the army have cavalry?”


“Not in the way you’re thinking.” Bonde said,
grinning at Leander. “We have cavalry units that ride horses to battle,
dismount and then fight on foot. I’m afraid you won’t be leading any saber
charges in this era. Not with machine guns around.”


“Around the caravan I always heard war
stories but they were mostly about swordsmen and cavalry charges and things
like that. I guess those stories just don’t work anymore.”


Bonde shook his head with a big smile on his
face. Elena chuckled again.


“I don’t want my own horse.” Sharna said
suddenly.


Everyone stared at her again as though she
were going mad in front of them.


“Why not?” Elena asked. “You don’t know how
to ride one?”


“I know; but someone needs to be on guard
with a good weapon.” Sharna replied.


“We can use our pistols from horseback can’t
we?” Elena added.


“I said a good weapon.” Sharna
replied, hefting up her BKV.


“You can shoot a BKV from horse-back?” Bonde
said with surprise.


“I can shoot a BKV from any position.” Sharna
said proudly, sticking out her chest.


Bonde looked puzzled, but he did not argue
any further. He waved for Sharna to climb on Leander’s horse. Everyone seemed
to correctly assume that Leander was probably the best rider, and the
implication pleased him greatly. Finally, something he could do well! Leander
climbed on first and took the reins, recalling when his mother had taught him
how a proper woman should ride.
It was all he knew growing up, so he would have do it.


Sharna sat behind him, her BKV set against her
shoulder and her legs tight around the sides of the horse. She raised the
barrel over Leander’s shoulder and kept her eyes locked to the sights, swaying
from side to side as the horse began to move. 


After receiving a good scolding from
everyone, she hooked herself up to Leander with a rope, in case the recoil and
tenuous position threatened to knock her off. Elena and Bonde both took their
own horses, and withdrew their pistols as they rode.


Together, Squadron III trotted out of the
alleyway and back onto the thoroughfare, gathering around in the middle of the
road to make sure everyone was handling their horses well and fully appraised
of the situation. 


Behind them followed the horse handler,
unarmed, riding his own horse while guiding the spare horses up as well. Soon
as they were out on the street they saw a trickle of other riders leaving the
alleys as well. Many rode clumsily up, and a few were trotting for lack of
experience with galloping. Leander thought it was quite a shame to see.


“Everyone knows where we’re going right?”
Bonde said to the huddle.


“Up the thoroughfare to the last defensive
line.” Elena replied.


“Good. Everyone got that? Remember to watch
your sides and watch the buildings, our enemy is apparently stealthier than we
imagined.” Bonde said. “If your horse is sniped at, try to get away from it and
not fall with it or it could crush you.”


“Easier said than done.” Leander said sadly.
“But if someone gets hurt I will try to swing around and help you. I used to
ride horses with my brothers, racing through the wood. This thoroughfare is
cake compared to riding the Kasht!”


“Riding the what?” Sharna said.


No one heard her; her lips moved but her
voice was lost under the booming of a gun.


Flying in from out of sight, a shell cut
across the road and blasted the street.


A high explosive charge blasted the handler
and the spare horses to oblivion. Responding to the blast the squadron’s horses
trembled and grew anxious, they neighed and took several steps away from the
source of the heat without command; that they did not jump and panic from such
a close blast attested to their thorough training. A few meters closer and the
shell fragments might have given the horses cause to panic and topple.


Over his shoulder Leander spotted an M4
Sentinel charging out of a building facade through a shower of concrete debris,
with a second tank creeping along not far behind. Both of them turned their
cruel turrets from the ruined remains of the handler and the spare horses and
the street beneath them, seeking after prey. The promised attack had come!


“Go!” Bonde cried out, and Leander stirred
his horse to move. 


While the tanks extricated themselves from
the rubble and swung their faces to meet the riders, the squadron made haste,
galloping away from the site.


From the fronts of the tanks, old
Nochtish quengler .30 caliber machine
guns fired away at the runners, spraying hot lead across the street and up the
road.


Squadron III’s riders ducked and hugged
closer to their horses to present less a target.


“Keep it steady, I can take out the gun!”
Sharna shouted. 


She sat up and tried to shift around on her
seat to fire on the tanks behind them. However she struggled to do so while
keeping steady on the horse, and made herself a target while she fumbled with
her gun.


“Are you insane?”


Leander reached back and pulled Sharna down
against the horse, as bursts of machine gun fire flew over head and around
their horses. 


Streaks of gunfire kicked up dust around
them. Leander cued his horse gradually to the left and right to evade the
shots, and the group followed him, trading positions, leaping over objects that
might block shots. They moved fast, and thankfully the horses were well
trained. Leander did not have to cue for it to go over the uneven terrain, to
climb the jagged earth around shell craters, or leap over large rocks.


They kept ahead of the bullets, but this only
pushed their assailants to their more natural weaponry. There was soon a
thunderous noise across the thoroughfare. Two shells flew simultaneously from
the barrels of their stationary pursuers; the first overflew them and several
meters ahead, kicking up smoke and dust and concrete fragments, but they rode
through without harm. A second shell fell painfully short of their galloping
steeds and merely blew heat at their backs as they rode away.


Unfortunately the tanks reloaded quickly.


Leander felt the heat of another explosion
just at his heels and saw a fourth and even a fifth shell crashing on the
street sides and blasting a new hole far ahead of him. 


His horse took the leap over the fresh, hot
shell crater naturally. 


Sharna grabbed hold of him with one hand once
the horse took to the air, and shot dirty looks behind herself – she had been
trying to retaliate, but could not turn around and fire the BKV comfortably at
an enemy directly behind her while riding the horse.


A series of rhythmic booming noises issued
from the guns as the tanks continued to shoot and the shells crashed around the
road and streets, throwing hot smoke and splintered earth into the air, but
none of it put a stop to the riders of Squad III. Growing increasingly behind
in their pursuit, the tanks were pushed to greater action. Over the clattering
of their horses’ shoes Leander heard engines roar and machines trundle forward.


While a significant gap had developed while
the M4s were stationary, charging at full speed the tanks made rapid gains on
the horses. Machine gun fire raked the debris and air around the riders once
again creeping closer and threatening to clip them before they could escape.
Leander tried to speed his horse up, but he thought he could feel the effort
the animal was putting in just to gallop at the current speed – it was not a
machine, and it could not sprint for much longer. He looked over his shoulder
at the tanks closing in.


“We can’t keep running them like this,
they’ll tire out!” Leander shouted.


“Ahead, we can lose them there!” Elena
shouted.


She pointed out a large building up ahead
that had toppled over onto the road: a broken doorway and window holes faced
them, and they could see right through it, so there must have been similar
exits on the other side. It covered most of the road and the tanks could not
fit through any of the openings: they would have to stop and go around it, or
they would have to punch through the facade. Shells overflew them and struck
ahead, ever closer. There was no time for a debate or an alternate route. Bonde
raised his hand and waved everyone toward that building, and they pushed their
horses to one last sprint.


The riders aligned themselves with the
orifices, and at full speed their horses leaped skillfully through the ruined
doorways and over the holes of the shattered windows. 


They touched down on the overturned walls and
without stopping ran through the ruined interior and leaped over a broken and
upturned staircase to emerge outside. 


Behind them the tanks stopped dead in their
tracks.


As they galloped away they heard cannon fire
behind the ruin.


Squadron III maintained speed for a few
blocks, until they realized the pursuit had ended. They regrouped and slowed to
a trot. Leander put his head to the neck of his horse and rubbed its head. He
could feel its belabored breathing and quickened pulse.


“Is everyone all right?” Bonde asked. “Anyone
hurt?”


“I’m alive, somehow.” Elena said. “And very
thankful for a rural upbringing.”


“I’m alright.” Sharna said. “Not a bullet or
fragment grazed me.”


“I’m fine. Not sure our horses have another
panic run like that in them.” Leander said.


There was another blast, but this one was not
from behind them. 


They looked forward across the blasted
landscape of the thoroughfare, and saw glass and concrete flying, smoke blowing
and licks of flame coming from buildings.


“I don’t think our pursuers were alone.”
Elena said in a choked voice.


All across the thoroughfare concrete doorways
and window-frames burst open onto the street and concrete alley walls blew
suddenly apart. Across a half dozen blocks on the leftmost side of the
thoroughfare Nochtish tanks began to extricate themselves from the ruins in
groups of two and three, revealing their own ambush.


From several alleyways the whining quengler guns
opened fire on the runners ahead of Leander’s squad and killed many and their
horses; and once they rolled out onto stable ground their cannons blasted the
road at deadly ranges, tossing horses into the air and vaporizing men and women
where they rode. 


In moments it seemed like half their force
had been wiped out.


One squadron in sight panicked and made the
grave mistake of trying to run into an alley: from the perspective of the
tanks, coming from one side of the street and facing the other, all this did
was give them a target practice. Guns emptied mercilessly on them, and Leander
thought he had never seen so much smoke and fire. 


The alleyways would not save them in this
battle.


“We can’t stop now! Run past them!” Bonde
shouted to his squad.


Squadron III raced forward again across the
ruined terrain, their horses working themselves raw once more. Leander felt
terribly for the animals but they could not afford to canter in such a
situation. All of the thoroughfare seemed still ahead of them.


Terrain was their last concern; before long
an M4 had thrust out of a building and down a set of steps onto the street,
making to block their way and establish a killzone. It threw itself forward and
then began to reverse its direction to face them with its quengler. They were closing in
quickly but its machine gun would tear them to shreds at this range.


Sharna was smiling, though from what nobody
knew. 


Leander glanced at her with a mix of awe and
horror as she sat up on the horse and raised her BKV, the barrel extended right
over his head. He ducked even closer to the horse so he wouldn’t feel the gas
blown out of the muzzle brake. Seemingly without careful aim she opened fire on
the tank, her finger rapping the trigger and her shoulder and arms absorbing
the shock as the stock pumped back into her like a piston.


A barrage of 14.5mm rounds crashed into the
tank ahead of them in a tight grouping. Sharna emptied the entire clip on the
M4’s face, and her shots mangled the little bulb on the tank’s hull where
its quengler machine gun was mounted. Unable to
fire its machine gun and too close to use its cannon the M4 was silent as
Leander’s squadron ran past it.


“Sharna get down, you’re going to be killed!”
Elena shouted, but Sharna was not listening. Held up on the horse only by her
legs and the rope she had tied to Leander, she loaded in a new clip, worked the
bolt and aimed ahead again.


Leander resisted the temptation to stare: he
had to keep his eyes ahead!


They raced forward through relatively open
terrain – a terrible disadvantage in this situation, since their horses could
clear obstacles but tanks couldn’t. 


In this open stretch they were sitting ducks.



A group of tanks facing the other street
swung their turrets, but thankfully not their whole bodies, around to meet the
incoming riders. And those were not the only guns closing on them. Behind them
the tank with the damaged machine gun turned its turret and readied to fire.
Leander and his comrades were trapped in a crossfire of three tank guns.


“What do we do?” Elena shouted. Time was
running short to make a decision.


“They could hit each other if they miss, they
won’t shoot! Keep going!” Sharna said.


None of the M4s seemed to hear this argument,
as their turrets locked on to fire.


“Scatter! Scatter!” Leander desperately
shouted. “Get out of their way!”


All three guns opened fire with their first
shells. 


Elena and Bonde rushed suddenly rightwards,
and Leander leftwards to evade. He felt a shell just fly past him, like a fist
thrown by a god, rushing by his side with such force that he thought it would
split him apart without contact. From behind them another shell thrust between
their horses, delivered by the tank with the broken machine gun.


Flying past each other the shells struck
armor.


In front of Squadron III a large hole
appeared in the turret of one of the tanks, and fire erupted from its hatches
as the explosives went off. Karma caught up to the assailant instantly, as the
shell that had missed Leander struck the exposed back of this traitorously
reckless tank and cooked the engine, setting off a vibrant explosion that
covered the way behind Squadron III in smoke. The third shell overflew them and
vanished into the smoke.


Again the squadron overran an assailant; but
this one was well equipped. 


Turning callously from the wrecks of its
companions, the surviving M4 swung hastily around to chase them and claim the
kills it had fought so recklessly for.


Faced with this threat Sharna suddenly
shifted her weight: she turned completely around on the horse, and Leander
thought all the Arjun’s spirits
must have been with her, because she somehow did not fall. She leaned her back
hard on Leander’s own and opened fire. He felt all the force of her shots
transferring through her body and down his spine, and grabbed tighter on to his
horse from the sheer discomfort. 


It was like someone kicking down on his spine
each time she fired, but it was effective. 


The M4’s machine gun barely fired a burst
before Sharna silenced it completely. Her fire did not abate. Sharna went
through her clip, reloaded with haste and was firing again much faster than
Leander thought possible. Her shooting was much louder too – and suddenly the
tank exploded behind them, and even Sharna let out a surprised gasp.


“I did it! I did it! I destroyed a tank from
the front with a BKV!” Sharna celebrated.


“It wasn’t you!” Elena shouted. “It was the
85mm! Look!”


Ahead of them the end of the thoroughfare was
finally in sight, blocked by three tiered lines of low sandbag walls that
provided cover for dismounted troops, and guarded by the thick square figures
of the two Orc medium tanks. Atop a gentle incline well behind the last of the
sandbag walls covering the approach, a single 85mm anti-aircraft gun had been
depressed as low as it could go to enable it to attack the enemy tanks
directly.


It had smashed through the glacis plate and
killed the tank behind Squadron III instantly, and now the gun crew reoriented
it.


However, despite being closer than ever, the
way to the line was still barred.


Before Squadron III could even think to rush
their way to safety, a group of three tanks extricated themselves from the
left-hand street. They pulverized their way past a wall in one of the alleys
and made for the defensive line at all speed, opening up with their machine
guns and cannons against the sandbag walls. 


Those few who had made it to the defensive
line rallied and prepared to fight. 


In retaliation the large Orc tanks advanced
out into the road and opened fire, but their low velocity 76mm explosive shells
hardly seemed to matter to the incoming M4s. The Nochtish tanks were pushing
aggressively, and switching their positions constantly as they advanced in an
attempt to avoid the 85mm gun.


Squadron III stopped in their tracks and
regrouped.


“We haven’t lost anyone, have we?” Bonde
asked. “Except Sharna’s pride?”


Sharna grumbled a little while reloading her
BKV again.


“Sorry.” Bonde said. “Maybe I should refrain
from jokes.”


“Why are they so zealous all of a sudden?”
Elena said, crossing her arms and sighing. “Why would they take those shots if
they knew there was a chance they could kill their
own comrades. Are our lives worth so much to take?”


“Inexperience, desperation, overconfindence?”
Bonde said. “Who knows?”


“I don’t see how four people on horses could
make them desperate.” Elena said.


“Oh, I’ll give them something to be desperate
about alright.” Sharna said.


Everyone grinned and sighed a little in equal
measure at her vehemence.


“We need to link up with the defenders.”
Bonde said. “That’ll take some doing.”


A pitched battle grew between the Nochtish
tanks and the defenders on the line, cutting off Squad III’s access. They could
not even run past the tanks again now even if they wanted to. It was a
firestorm of machine guns and cannon fire from both sides: heavy shells from
the 85mm crashing around the mobile Nochtish tanks, and the Orcs’ front armor
withstanding several punishing enemy blasts and returning fire with their own
guns, and small arms fire filling the gap between the forces without pause. 


Should they overrun the tanks, Leander was
certain they would die in the ensuing enfilade fire before reaching friendly
lines. He sighed heavily, exasperated, his heart pounding non-stop. Now that he
had time to think about things, all the terrible condition of his body, the
wear, the stress, seemed to catch up to him all at once.


“What do we do now?” He groaned. “We
definitely can’t go back.”


Bonde stared at the crossfire, crossing his
arms and drumming his fingers along his sleeve. Several more shells were
exchanged, and a chunk of the sandbag wall went up into the air and threw a
pair of riflemen several meters back. 


As medical staff rushed forward to take them,
Bonde was deep in thought. 


He muttered something to himself, and Leander
saw a gleam in his eyes.


“At the FOB, did you two replenish your AT
grenades?” Bonde asked.


“I did.” Sharna said, casually lifting up a
grenade for him to see.


Leander checked his pouch and produced an AT
stick grenade as well.


“Alright. Leander, leave your horse and climb
on Elena’s.” Bonde instructed a puzzled Leander, pointing him to Elena’s horse.
“I’ll take the reins on your horse. Sharna, give me your grenade; Leander, give
Elena your grenade.”


“What’s this about?” Elena asked. “What’s
your plan?”


There was a sudden explosion ahead of them. 


A fourth tank blasted its way out of a
building closer to the defensive line’s first sandbag wall. It was immediately
met by the 85mm gun. One shell was all it took, blasting through the turret and
disabling the newly risen invader. 


But the three other tanks took the initiative
and pushed to the defensive line, and were dangerously close to the defenders.
One of the Orcs attempted a brave pushback, charging forward and firing its
gun, but its front armor finally had enough. 


An M4’s shell punched through the glacis
plate and a second shell smashed through the turret, and it would move no more,
the Ayvartans inside likely cooked by the blasts.


Leander found it hard to peel away from the
sight. 


Soon they’d have no defensive line to run to!



The remaining Orc scrambled back behind the
sandbag walls. 


Thin streaks of hot gas emanated from the
85mm as its crew reoriented the gun, loaded a new shell, and fired, striking
the earth in front of the line of M4s and momentarily giving them pause. Its
barrel was starting to wear out from all the shooting.


Bonde waved his hands together, capturing
everyone’s attention again.


“We need to hurry here, and I’ve got a plan,
yes. Everyone will have to get this precise, but it’s our only option at this
point. We can take two of the horses and rush behind two of the tanks: Leander
and Sharna will fire their BKVs into the exposed rear of each tank, and then
Elena and I will throw the grenades over the engine compartment.” Bonde said.
“That should be enough trauma to disable the tanks or at least distract the
crews and give us time to run past and link up with the remains of the Company.
Do you think so, Sharna?”


Sharna seemed still half-stuck to watching
the assault on the line.


“Sharna?” Bonde asked.


The anti-tank riflewoman blinked and shook
her head clear.


“Yes, the backs of the tanks have the
thinnest armor. It should work.” She said.


Bonde smiled. “I trust your judgment on
tanks. Does everyone else?”


Leander and Elena nodded their heads.


“You should trust it!” Sharna smiled and stuck out
her chest. 


“Then let us switch horses. We don’t have a
lot of time.”


Leander and Bonde dismounted, leaving Bonde’s
horse to follow however it could. 


Leander found the result of the switch
strangely, darkly humorous in a way: he sat behind Elena with his BKV over her
shoulder, a facsimile of a tank. He was the turret, the horse was the hull.
Bonde and Sharna had a similar relationship, albeit Sharna made for a more
menacing turret given her skill. With one hand on the reins and another on the
grenade, Elena and Bonde started their horses moving, first at a trot and then
working up to a canter. Leander’s gun rocked from side to side with the moving
horse, he could keep it steady only with great difficulty. Sharna seemed to
hold hers perfectly straight.


Elena spurred her horse apart from Bonde’s,
and they charged the tanks. One M3 assault gun on the periphery had no
machine gun to harass them with. Two M4s, side by side, would be the targets.
Leander struggled with all of his might to keep his BKV lined up with the back
of the tank. Sharna opened fire first; Leander pressed the trigger in response
and felt the stock bash into him, but he pushed forward into the shots, keeping
himself upright and on the horse while firing. Sharna put a hole into the back
of the engine compartment. Leander’s grouping was scattered but had served its
purpose, weakening the armor. Neither tank took notice of them, with the defensive
line in their sights.


Elena and Bonde stopped their horses within
throwing range and cast their grenades.


Bonde’s grenade was right on target,
exploding right into the hole that Sharna had carved for it. The engine went up
in flames and the tank almost jumped from the violence. 


Elena threw too hard and the grenade struck
over the engine compartment, rendering Leander’s effort moot, but the blast was
enough to light a fire over the engine.


Both targets halted their fire and their
hatches went up, confused crew peering out momentarily, their periscopes
thwarted. One tank began to back up in panic.


Squadron III quickly took the opening: Bonde
and Elena cued their horses with the reins and sprinted past the damaged tanks
as fast as they could. 


The horses moved easily around the retreating
machines. 


They avoided incoming fire from their own
troops, but thankfully the friendly fire was not automatic, and the troops
quickly stopped shooting past them. 


They closed their eyes; Sharna prayed to her
Spirits.


Bonde’s plan proved good enough. In moments
they cleared the first sandbag wall and ran past the 85mm gun and into the edge
of the plaza, where several surviving horses had been hidden around the corner
from the fighting. Everyone dismounted, cleared the sweat and the dust from
their faces, and caught their breaths. Leander almost threw his arms around
Bonde, such joy and relief surging through him.


“I could kiss that shiny head of yours!”
Leander said cheerfully.


“Wait until we’re on the train.” Bonde replied
nervously.


Behind them the crossfire at the defensive
line had died out. They rounded the corner again and peered out carefully, but
the tanks they had damaged had fully retreated into nearby alleyways, and the
M3 assault gun had itself vanished. 


Leander saw someone waving at them from the
85mm mount, and alerted everyone. 


They ran down to the gun, past the mortars,
two of which were completely decrewed; and one of which had been blasted to
pieces by a shell. Sergeant Bahir was waiting for them, and he extended his
hand to each of them, congratulating them on making it back. Leander counted
perhaps seventeen other people at the line in various places.


“Your fighting spirit has not gone unnoticed,
comrades. Squadron III has had the ancestors with them this day.” Sergeant
Bahir said. “However, we are not yet out of the fire. We have to defend here.
All of our fighting groups on the west and south thoroughfares are also at
their final lines. We expect one more major push from Nocht before our train
arrives. You have faced so much combat today, but this will be typical of the
war if we must win. So I dare ask: will you fight with me on more time,
comrades?”


“Of course we shall.” Bonde replied. Leander
and Sharna nodded.


“Excellent! You do the Motherland proud. If I
am ever in a position to do so, I will reward you for your efforts today,
Squadron III. Now I must ask instead: do any of you have experience with the
120mm mortar?” Sgt. Bahir gestured behind himself, where one mortar was shot to
pieces and the other two had been completely de-crewed, their occupants in a
field hospital one way or another now. “My secretary and I can sight the
pieces, but we need loaders. Unfortunately our crews suffered casualties.”


Elena fidgeted a little, but spoke up. “I can
probably do that much.”


“Likewise.” Bonde said. “However, these two
are anti-tank gunners.”


Bonde put his hands on Sharna and Leander’s
shoulders. Leander looked at him critically for a moment, but then realized it
was intended as a gesture of faith. 


He also realized he knew not even the
littlest thing about a mortar, other than it caused an explosion after some
unimaginable process. Sharna, meanwhile, seemed very flattered, and crossed her
arms with a cool grin on her face and posing confidently.


Sergeant Bahir nodded. “I noticed! We will
need their strength on the line itself.”


Soon the sun fell in earnest, and the
thoroughfare was cast into an eerie half shadow. 


Streaks of orange light played across the
road, while the streets were cast in a gloom. Without wind the smoke from the
battle was slow to disperse. Leander could see dead horses from where he set
up. There were around eleven soldiers on the line itself, counting himself and
Sharna. Three others, part of Bahir’s HQ staff, crewed the 85mm gun, while Sgt.
Bahir, his secretary, Elena, and Bonde, crewed the 120mm mortars behind the
line. Leander guessed the remaining Orc had about three or four crew. So there
were less than twenty-five people remaining to hold this line. Nobody had
bothered to pick out the corpses from the destroyed Orc still burning away
slowly in front of the defensive line.


Their souls now rested with the Spirits, or
the Ancestors, or other forms of Gods; their bodies weren’t so important.


Sharna and he took cover behind the front line
of sandbags. Standing, they reached only to the waist. Lying against them with
their BKVs set up on bipod mounts, they were almost entirely hidden. Beside the
footsteps of soldiers pacing and tapping anxiously, and the metal creaking of
the Orc’s turret or the 85mm gun’s mount, the thoroughfare was quiet.
Stretching far off in front of them it was a landscape of gently rolling smoke
clouds, the smooth road pitted with shell holes and covered in dust and chunks
and metal hulks.


This last stretch of the thoroughfare had
once been open enough to have given them good sight lines, but with the broken
tank hulls, the smoke, and collateral damage, visibility had been reduced.
Everything reeked of hell, burning oil and gunpowder and smoke, concrete dust
in the air. Leander’s eyes teared up from sitting near the front where it all
still lingered. His body ached, and he felt like he had been pulled to his
limit in a dozen directions by careless hands, his muscles loose and throbbing.


“How long do you think it will take for the
train to get here?” Leander asked.


“No idea.” Sharna said. She was far more
focused on the road than he.


Having properly sighted the mortars and left
behind his secretary in case they had to be adjusted further, Sergeant Bahir
rejoined the forces at the front of the defensive line.


 From
his belt he pulled a pair of binoculars and peered out into the thoroughfare
for a moment. He put them down, and kneeled next to Leander and Sharna behind
the sandbags.


“Comrades!” He shouted. “We are on the cusp
of victory. One final time the enemy will strike us. He will come at us with
everything he has. But we must hold this line. Hold this line for your
comrades, for your motherland!”


Engines groaned to life in the alleyways. 


Smoke canisters flew from the enemy’s
positions to cover the road. A white cloud expanded across the thoroughfare and
provided the enemy with cover. 


Leander could hear the tracks, crunching
debris as they went, and he saw distorted phantoms making vague movements out
of the rubble and onto the road. 


Enemy tanks advanced again from the
alleyways, stacking up around the road and turning their strong faces to meet
their guns and rifles. Sgt. Bahir raised his fist and the 85mm held its fire.
They had limited shells, and within the smoke there was no guarantee of a
successful hit. They would need the gun: it was their main defense.


Shells hurtled out of the cloud, crashing
into the dead skeletons of lost tanks, falling at the edge of the sandbag wall,
crashing over the line. The barrage crept closer and closer. 


The defenders ducked their heads and held
their positions, the shells now exploding between and around them. When a shell
hit a column of fire and smoke rose for a second in its wake, covering a few
meters around it. But the area set ablaze by a 50mm shell was limited, and they
were spread out enough to survive the sporadic shots. 


Only a direct hit from a shell would kill
them, but the heat and the smoke and the flying chunks of cement were upsetting
and gave the defenders pause.


Leander felt his feet shaking, as though his
body was telling him to run. He swallowed hard and set his eyes down the sights
of his gun. This was the kind of man he was. 


Figures grew solid in the smoke as the tanks
drew closer. Between the blasts Leander thought he heard concerted
footsteps as the enemy’s men joined their attacking tanks. Gebirgsjager had probably combed the FOB, and now
advanced with the tanks.


Sgt. Bahir raised his fist and then spread
his fingers, opening his hand.


At once the Ayvartan line roared to life,
with yells of “oorah!” as they opened fire. 


DNV machine guns and BKVs and Bundu rifles;
anything anyone had on hand they used to trade shots with the enemy. Muzzles
flashed all across the defensive line.


Nocht advanced in an arrowhead formation of
eight tanks around what Leander assumed was the CO’s tank, as it was clearly
damaged from a previous battle and was not firing. Far behind them he could see
reserve tanks hiding in the smoke. 


Many of the tanks were unbuttoned, their
commanders directing volleys of machine gun fire from the coaxial and frontal
machine guns on every tank. Hundreds of machine gun bullets struck the sandbags
and flew over the defensive line.


Several M4s unloaded their cannons as they
moved, and many dozen men moved in tandem with the tanks, stopping and
crouching to take aim and fire with their rifles. 


Ayvartan machine guns swept across the
formation, forcing the riflemen to use their tanks for cover and preventing
them from threatening the shooters on the line. Sharna blasted the bulging
frontal machine guns and the small holes housing turret coaxial guns, sharply
reducing the volume of incoming fire. Leander aimed and waited.


“Vorwärts!” screamed the
Nocht CO from the center of the formation.


“Hold the line!” Sgt. Bahir shouted.
“Comrades, stand your ground!”


The 85mm gun creaked and whistled as the crew
moved it, aiming for the lead tanks. 


One heavy round went into the breech, and
soared across the thoroughfare, smashing easily through the frontal armor of the
spearhead M4 and destroying it. Like a phalanx, the tanks compensated for its
loss, the back tanks moving around it and a new leader taking its place. The
crew worked hard to reload the gun, but it was clear that they were long past
the peak of their endurance, and the gun’s barrel was glowing red hot and
smoking. 


They loaded a new round and then waited,
while cannonfire fell around them, creeping ever closer to taking the gun and
its crew out. The Orc tank trundled forward to bar the way while the 85mm loaded.
Its commander unbuttoned to keep track of the crew, to know when to move away.
Acting as a shield was all the Orc could do.


Nocht’s CO screamed again, “Vorwärts!”


Sgt. Bahir replied, “Hold the line! For
socialism, comrades!”


In an instant, the center tank fired its
first shot of the battle, as directed by the Nocht CO. A 50mm high-explosive
shell crashed directly into the sandbag wall and exploded, taking out a large
chunk of the bags and tossing back two of the soldiers. 


Stunned, the soldiers limped away to the
second sandbag line. 


All at once, the other Nochtish tanks started
landing their own hits on the first sandbag wall, and the Ayvartans ran as fast
as they could and jumped behind the second. This gave them only ten more meters
on the quickly advancing enemy. Time was running short.


“VORWÄRTS!” the scream echoed
across the thoroughfare.


Loud thunk noises issued from
behind the Ayvartan line as Bonde and Elena dropped mortar rounds into the
120mm tubes and sent them flying high into the air to fall over the Nocht line.
Finally Elena got to see their effects on the enemy’s tanks. Mortar rounds
crashed around the advancing tanks, smearing riflemen across the road, pounding
on the armor of the tanks. They were not designed to penetrate armor, but they
left noticeable damage across the turrets and faces of the tanks, and each
pounding shook up the crew and slowed the formation, buying just a few more
precious seconds with every hit.


Facing deadly bombardment, several enemy tank
commanders retreated back into their tanks, many closing their hatches just as
a stray mortar round crashed atop their tanks. One good shot smashed the side
of a tank and split its track in half. Hastily the formation compensated for
its loss. They closed within less than 200 meters, practically face to face
with the Ayvartans. Leander established himself behind the wall and aimed.


“Stand your ground for your very lives,
comrades!” Sgt. Bahir shouted.


Despite the violence all around them, that
center tank had never buttoned.


For a moment Leander had a clear look at the
Nocht CO, a large man with a grim face, like a beast through the smoke. In the
distance he appeared like a grinning, chalk-white monster, reveling as his
forces devoured the terrain. He was like some kind of demon.


Leander set his sights a little above the
man’s head and without thinking, pulled the trigger once, twice, thrice. He
felt the punch of the gun recoiling in his hands, but he was trapped in time
suddenly. He saw the rounds strike, wiping features from the man’s face. 


His nose was a blur, his eyes disappeared,
his mouth was sealed in red. 


His face vanished, as though Leander had
wiped the paint from a portrait of the man. He slumped forward, smearing blood
on the pintle of the Norgler gun atop his tank, and
then sliding through the hatch. There would be no more of that alien tongue
screaming over the fighting. Suddenly Nocht’s formation slowed, and the
cannon fire halted. 


Their commander was dead. Leander had killed
him.


“Sharna, I think I hit someone!” Leander
said, tapping his comrade on the shoulder, his mouth running before words could
fully settle in his brain. Sharna looked up from her own sights in confusion at
the slowing, quiet tanks.


“I think you did as well.” Sharna said in a
distant, incredulous voice.


They then felt a rumbling across the ground
that quieted them as much as Nocht. Sharna looked over her shoulder, and
Leander followed; he saw a trail of smoke above the plaza and heard the loud
whistling of a massive train.


“Stand your ground, comrades! Our ride is
here! We have survived the day!”


Sgt. Bahir stood up from the ground, and
raised his fist into the air suddenly.


Before them, the Nocht formation erupted into
flames as a massive shell struck the two lead tanks with such force that it ripped
their turrets from the hulls and scattered them in pieces. Men were sent
crashing across the rocks, and those on the periphery caught fire on their
cloaks and jackets as burning shrapnel flew every which way. 


Nocht’s advance halted immediately, and several
tanks reversed as fast as they could, bumping into each other in disarray and
panic as the artillery fell on them.


As one the defenders watched in awe as a
second heavy shell fell and in a massive explosion tore apart three tanks
covering the flank, leaving behind hulls that looked as though crushed under
the feet of a giant, and covered in thick, black, choking smoke.


“That’s a ‘Vajra’ gun!” Sharna said in awe.
“203mm. Spirits defend.”


Leander peeled his eyes away from the chaos
and saw Sgt. Bahir’s secretary using Elena’s backpack radio. They were likely
directing the fire on the thoroughfare from the train’s gun. He could hardly
believe such destruction was possible. 


Nocht was completely scattered.


One final shell and Leander could not even
see the enemy anymore through the smoke and fire. They had been erased from
existence. What Leander did to one man’s face just happened across a whole mess
of tanks and men. He felt the rumbling of the shell falls across his chest, and
heard the blast booming inside his head. 


In his eyes the fire was trapped. He was
purely in awe.


“Retreat to the train yard, comrades!” Sgt.
Bahir shouted. “We must depart!”


Stumbling over sandbags and their own rifles
the dazed and astonished trickle of soldiers, maybe eight or nine survivors at
most, made their way back to the railroad. Some rode their horses, but many
were so confused they were simply leading them along. Leander was one of them,
blinking and hardly able to think. His own power seemed so shallow and small
compared to such a thing! As he neared the rail yard he saw that massive gun,
mounted on its own car in the armored train, firing incessantly to cover them.


A crew of twelve swung the piece around and
focused fire on the central thoroughfare this time, now that the southeast was
clear of the enemy. Men and women rushed into the infantry cars, and the
surviving Orc tank took a concrete ramp onto the platform, and then climbed a
special loading ramp onto its own metal container. Several goblin tanks from
the Western thoroughfare, all remaining horses and a few trucks carrying
surviving artillery pieces and crates of munitions were quickly loaded onto the
train.


“Leander,”


He felt Bonde’s hand on his shoulder, shaking
him awake again. He was at the platform. He had been walking all this time, but
he was so out of it he did not notice. As he came to this realization an
orderly took the horse from him and led it away.


“Get on the train. We’re going now. We lived
through it!” Bonde said.


“Oh, right.”


“Come on, Elena and Sharna are already
inside.”


Leander shook his head to clear it. “Oh, I
said I would kiss your head.”


“I would rather you didn’t.” Bonde said,
raising his hands nervously.


They climbed aboard an empty train car and
sat in a corner next to Sharna and Elena. Several more soldiers arrived soon
from the other thoroughfares and packed in. It was only an infantry car because
it had slits out from which they should shoot. In reality it was a very bare
car with nowhere to really sit but the floor. Elena unfurled her bedroll
against the corner so the squadron could have something soft to rest their
backs. Leander breathed heavily, and wiped the sweat from his face. He had
survived. He had lived through it.


“Good work taking out the commander.” Sharna
said, throwing an arm around Leander’s shoulder and pulling him close to
herself, grinning all the while. “I saw it, right here! This boy, he blasted
Nocht’s lieutenant right off his commander’s seat.”


Elena and Bonde blinked, and then cheered and
patted Leander in praise. 


Everyone else in the car, the eight or nine
survivors of 824 Lion Company, clapped their hands and added their own
compliments. It was a bright spot to them all in the confusion and for a moment
they all reveled in it, and Leander thought they might throw him around the
cart in celebration. He smiled a little, but had a hard time cheering.


“I did not do much! He was going to die
anyway.” Leander protested.


“That doesn’t diminish what you did! That was
a real hard shot you must have taken, Leander! Without any training!” Bonde
said.


“I would rather shoot a tank next time.”
Leander replied, laughing a little.


The train whistled again several times. Smoke
started to rise overhead. They felt the car shake a little, and move. It was
time to go: they had everyone and everything that could be taken from Knyskna.
Slowly their train pushed forward, took a curve around the rail station and
then hurtled its way out of the city again at quickly building speeds. 


They were on their way to Dbagbo now, the
territory adjacent Shaila.


They were safe. They had survived the Battle
of Knyskna.


Leander sat back against the corner, staring
at the BKV rifle laid beside him. 


This was the man he had chosen to be. Or at
least, that was what he thought. 


He did not think he fully understood what
that entailed yet.


 










28-AG-30: Djose Wood, 8th PzD Headquarters


 


Karla Schicksal pulled her headphones from
over her ears and laid them gently on the makeshift table in front of her. She
turned the knob on the radio, shutting it off entirely. 


Overhead, Dreschner stared grimly at his own
shoes, his hat pulled over his face. 


In the gloomy interior of the Befehlspanzer,
under the full Ayvartan moon, they were the victors, the takers of the spoils,
the marchers triumphant. Knyskna was their dominion now. They had won, by the
measure that Nocht used to gauge victory.


Oberkommando had its movement.


Now they just waited to know the price.
Schicksal knew.


“Casualties are in.” She said, trying to
render it in as neutral a voice as possible.


“Kunze is dead, isn’t he?” Dreschner said.


“Yes.” Schicksal replied. “Lentz and Reiniger
managed to retreat in time to avoid the heavy howitzer barrage on the
thoroughfares. By all accounts, Kunze and his men were completely lost to it.
They were hit first on the arrival of the train.”


“Yes. They were the hardest running, the
first ones into the maelstrom.”


Dreschner raised his hands to his face,
rubbing his forehead.


“I was not altogether fond of Kunze. He was a
wretch, but he had a knack for this line of work. Then I spurred him to die. I
personally gambled with his life.”


Schicksal sighed. “We underestimated the
enemy.”


Dreschner raised his head, and he stared at
her suddenly as though surprised. 


She felt a shock across her chest, as though
his glance had stabbed her in the sternum and knocked her back. Her mind raced
with reprimands to herself; she should’ve kept quiet, she should have stopped
speaking out of turn a long time ago. And yet his eyes were not cold. He had a
soft expression, like a parent looking fondly on a child. 


He leaned back on his seat, with his hands
over his knees, and gave a melancholy glance at all the maps, the photos,
pinned around his space, the relics of this battle.


“We
didn’t, Mäuschen. I underestimated them. And from me and my
orders, it passed down to you, to Kunze, to all of them. I didn’t see that my
hubris would become the hubris of the 8th Panzer Division. I didn’t see that my
hubris, my pride, would kill us.”


Gently he pulled the photos and the maps
down, and he crumpled them up and threw them out of the hatch. He sighed and
drummed his fingers on the metal. 


They were both quiet then, quiet almost
through the rest of the night. Schicksal wondered if perhaps, it was not the
hubris of all of Nocht that was becoming their hubris, appropriated by
Dreschner, by the Lieutenants, all the way down to the troops.


Had it passed down to her too?










30th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E.


 


“Radio’s fixed! We reestablished
contact.”


The Major looked over her shoulder
from her desk, peeling herself away from the heavily marked maps and
photographs strewn across it. She looked across the room, where the Secretary
stood in the doorway, her hand on her heart and a little smile on her face. The
Major nodded her head and the Secretary approached and sat across her.


“So, what is the news then?”


Her Secretary smiled wanly at her.


“Knyskna fell to the enemy, but they
dealt a terrible blow to Nocht. Warden Kansal thinks she might be able to do
something about the Council’s poor decision-making so far. Both their eyes are
turning to Dbagbo now as the next major battlefield. Nocht has not yet moved
toward it, but it’s only a matter of time until they do. The Warden also
commends us on our brave efforts here, and asks that we hold on a little
longer.”


“So; that’s useless.” The Major
replied.


“It’s politics, you know. Let us hope
it’s right politics, soon.” The Secretary smiled sadly and put her hand atop
the Major’s, squeezing it in a gesture of solidarity. 


Both of them cast their eyes together
outside their window, across the ruins, where artillery shells fell unabated,
and tanks rolled across the streets of the city. The sky was choked with smoke
from fires and blasts, and hundreds, thousands, of soldiers fought across the
blocks they could see from their position. The Major took in this sight, in
part with melancholy, anger, regret, and in part with renewed determination.


Major Madiha Nakar, current head of
Battlegroup of Ox as well the 3rd KVW Motor Rifles Division and the 5th KVW
Mechanized Division, felt the tell-tale pain in her eyes, the eerie sense that
blood was rushing to them and out of them, as she put her mind to work on a
solution to the deadlock she and her forces had found themselves. 


She had a battle to fight, and time
was growing short. Nocht was closing in.


“So, what does this mean for us then?
Knyskna?” Parinita asked.


“It means we’ll have to speed things
up here.” Madiha said.


She looked out to a makeshift calendar
on the wall, and swiped a little line across it with a pen. Hastily drawn up
and written by Parinita, this record of their days was a grid of checkboxes to mark
down.


At the top it read:


Adjar Dominance – Ox FOB “Madiha’s
House”


[9th] Day of the Battle of Bada Aso.










6.  The World Ablaze


 










8th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E.


Nocht
Federation Republic of Tauta – Thurin City


 


10 Days
Before Generalplan Suden Zero Hour


 


It had been the same window for months now.
But across the glass Bercik saw an entirely different world. Geography, climate– nothing
had changed but that the mindset in which it existed, the permanence that
buttressed this fragile world, was fading.


The Aster’s Gloom swept across Nocht with
cold, heavy rain in the south and storms of ice in the north. For all of its
sixty days the inhabitants could expect harsh weather and overflowing drainage.
Thurin, located on the lower coast, received a terrifying downpour to mark the
passing of the seasons. Under relentless wind and rain people crowded the
street still, a rainbow of umbrellas and capes, headed to collect wages and
keep the machinery of urban life moving. Around the edges of their streets the
ditches filled into miniature rivers. Awnings drained a steady trickle over the
walking commuters. 


Those few private cars cruising the paved
roads drove with their hoods up, blowing little clouds of smoke that dispersed
quickly with the force of the rain. People on foot had their heads down and
they walked briskly under their umbrellas, undaunted by the storm.


For those inside a building, it seemed a
challenging world beyond the glass.


Thurin was a large but flat city, thick with
people but bereft of monuments. 


It was low lying, unremarkable to the
untrained eye, lacking the glass facades and the distinctive architecture that
places like Citadel Nocht and Rhinea the jewels of the Northern world. Thurin
had influence in Tauta, but it was far from a work of art, composed primarily
of muted gray concrete, its architecture boxy, perfunctory, and artificial. 


Overhead the sky was dark with a mix of storm
clouds and smog, which would linger like a fog whenever the factories
overworked.


Bercik found himself deeply unsettled as he
peered out over his city. 


Before crossing the threshold into adulthood
he thought his city was vibrant and alive. Gradually those warm feelings left
him. He did not know what to think now.


From the window on his apartment he had a
view of a street, filled with people, their heads down, soaking wet. What did
they think of the city? What did they know? Where did they intend to be at the
end of the Gloom? 


For Bercik, he thought he had his life
figured out, but then the Dahlia’s Fall gave way to the Gloom. Sixty days ago
he had a future and now he envisioned something very different, something
macabre. All of those people, could they see as he did? They were not equipped
to do so. And as he watched them, he felt all the more desperate.


“Scheldt! Scheldt! Wake up!”


Accompanying the soft, high voice was a
rhythmic thumping on the side wall.


“It’s fine Kirsten! I’m awake.” Bercik
replied.


“Oh! That’s great. Have a wonderful day! Take
care!”


Bercik chuckled. He had asked Kirsten to be
his alarm clock, in case he wasn’t up. That boy was always awake. He delivered
newspapers, so he was up at ungodly hours, and didn’t seem to ever sleep,
playing his violin and singing all the time.


He left the side of his window, and crawled
along his bed. He sat on the edge of it, and stretched his legs. Bercik could
almost touch the walls with the tips of his feet. 


It made him think that he was renting a cage,
a spot in a pet shop alongside excitable little dogs like Kirsten. Barely
enough room for his legs, intermittent electricity, and a bed that clung from
the side of the wall with chains. His only amenities were a sink with running
water, a mirror, a window, a light bulb, and a chest for his few earthly
possessions. 


He was already wearing his one good suit. It
had a more legitimate claim to being his skin now than the pinkish-pearl sheet
over his flesh. Despite covering a dozen stories a month, he could still
only swing 50 copper marks for a box that was scarcely three meters around him.
Such a condition could only continue, in the state he was in.


But he had a meeting to attend. Money could
wait. 


He worked toward something greater now. 


Bercik stood in front of his mirror. He
adjusted his tie, patted down the wrinkles on his suit as best as he could.
Then he squatted down to the floor. 


Carefully he crawled under his sink and
pulled a loose board off the wall, and from a hollow space behind the pipe he
gently extracted a large folded envelope, thick with documents. He quickly hid
the envelope in his satchel, along with several papers held together by a gray
paper clip. This was his secret stash, his telltale heart.


He felt his blood pounding relentlessly
through him as he donned a black hat and walked out the door with the satchel
prominently in his arms. Though he expected it to be snatched from him,
nobody showed interest. Nobody knew its value, or his own.


Most people kept out of Bercik Scheldt’s way
these days. 


Nobody hailed him on the halls, or chatted
with him down the stairs anymore. Front desk barely looked at him. He was like
a ghost walking. People who used to find him cheerful and boyishly handsome no
longer did under an unkempt beard, a thick head of hair and bloodshot eyes.
These days he barely spoke to anyone but Kirsten.


People did not leave him alone because he
looked tough – he had never looked tough. 


They left him alone now because they thought
he was diseased.


Perhaps in a way he was. 


He snuck his satchel into his coat to offer
it better protection from the rain, and crossed the threshold out into the
world. Walking under the rain with his head down and his hat soaking up the
water, without even an umbrella to his name, Bercik felt that he couldn’t even
see people’s faces anymore when he looked at them.


It was like living in another world, like he
was still seeing them through a glass.


He walked under the rain, across the corner
from the tenement, dripping and cold, and then he slipped into a phone booth.
Water pooled under his feet as he slipped a few copper mark coins into the
machine and rotated the dial, his satchel pressed against his chest.


Bercik waited only for the phone to ring a
few times, and then killed the call.


He let the handset hang by its cord for a
while, and then he picked it up by the neck.


A new call, to a new number, all part of the
secret procedure he had been told.


This time, someone picked up, clearly
effecting a low, raspy voice as they spoke.


“You already got all I’m going to give you,
my friend.”


“I know. But listen.” Bercik replied. He
lowered his voice and bent closer to the phone, trying to insure nobody around
could read his lips, or something similar. “I don’t think The National is gonna swing any more stories. I’m
going to try; I want to try to get them to pick one. It’ll be drastic. We can’t
do this little drip shit anymore. We gotta come out.”


The voice replied, quickly and harshly. “I’m
not coming out anywhere.”


“No, not you, I mean me. I’m gonna write
about everything.”


“Everything? It’s too much for one story. I’m
telling you, people will believe a drip feed of facts that can broil in their
heads for a week. All at once without all the facts bare beforehand, it will
sound like a conspiracy, my friend.”


“I’ve gotta take that chance. My editor, I
think he’s gonna give up on us.”


“On you, you mean. I wouldn’t want
to have to do anything drastic to protect myself.”


“You wont,” Bercik said desperately, “You
won’t. You know what I meant.”


“I do; and yet, the phrasing is dangerous.
You are becoming a little too close, my friend. This will be our final call.
Like I said, I’ve given you everything I could have possibly given. If The National can’t stop the war, then it’s war.”


The Voice at the other end hung up. Bercik
looked at the phone helplessly.


He had poured all of his life into a series
of shocking headlines that had The
National in the spotlight. When he was not out in places he
shouldn’t be at, talking to people who didn’t exist after the fact, he was in
his cramped bedroom, writing his stories squatted on the floor with the paper
laid on the flat lid of his clothes chest. He was on the pay phone around the
corner, dropping coins into machines to reach people who were torn between
their opportunism and the call to stop a catastrophe. Out of his own money he
had paid for a flight to reach a meeting where he paid more to crooked suits
for government papers. Without wings he would not have made it in the
time-frame they set up.


The Voice sure had given him a raw fuckin’
deal, he thought grimly.


Bercik kept walking, under the rain, further
uptown. 


Overhead he saw clotheslines, emptied out
when the rain started. There were hundreds of them between the buildings on
either side of the street. Each of those clotheslines was a family of people,
people who did not know. People with children, for crying out loud. 


Bercik moved faster, trying to outrun his
mind. 


Out the tunnel of clotheslines he crossed a
plaza. 


Statues of Nocht ideologues watched sternly
over him, their plaques embossed with their names in small print, and their
contributions to the world in large gold letters. 


The founding man, General Gunther Von Nocht,
his plaque read “LIBERTY.” Anselm Schmidt, father of capitalism, his plaque
read only “INDUSTRY.” 


There was a statue of the Messiah, white as
chalk, bald – and suddenly, Bercik noticed, the statue was also bleeding from
places unmentionable. And his plaque stood out the most as well. Situated at
the center of the plaza, the statue stood like an opponent looking down on
one’s path, flanked by a great, powerful and unharmed founding man in every
compass direction. Yet, his plaque read only, “SACRIFICE.”


He had never taken much notice of the wounds
on the Messiah’s statue. 


The statue was all white, so the ruptures and
the caked blood, all as white as his skin and face, just seemed part of the
attire. Now that he looked at it again, as though for the first time, Bercik
couldn’t help but think that it was pleading him, and not for veneration. 


Under the rain, it seemed in tears, begging
him.


Bercik ran past and put the plaza behind him
as quickly as he could.


The world stormed unabated over him as he
crossed the streets and made his way far uptown, almost an hour’s worth of
walking under the pitiless rain. Where a crowd formed, he would find some
respite as people lifted their umbrellas over him to grant a momentary succor,
but soon his suffering would begin anew. When he reached the diner, Bercik was
so soaked that the waitress held him up at the door and patted him down all
over with a towel. She admonished him, shouting about pneumonia. A pool of
water formed on the rug in front of the door. He thanked the young lady and
apologized for the inconvenience. 


It was a small diner, with a line of tables
across the length of the front windows. 


There were polka-dot cloths and red leather
seats on thick wooden frames. 


Bercik would have called it cozy if his
editor wasn’t seated in the back, staring.


That hampered the atmosphere quite a bit.


Once dried, Bercik joined his boss, Hans, at
his table, laying his satchel down beside him. Bercik affected a tough
confidence, the kind that man’s men sort of editors like Hans appreciated from
the robust and forceful writers of their time. He made his face stony, his
movements rigid, like a predator readying to spring. He purged himself of
emotion.


Across from each other, the men stared
intensely as though they would fistfight at the earliest convenience. It was
infuriating, like a game played by two little boys pretending to be adults.
Except Hans was not a little boy; at fifty-four he was over twice Bercik’s age.



His wrinkled face contorted into a grin
around a thick cigar, glowing red at the end of his lips. He reached out and
pulled Bercik’s hand over the table, shaking it roughly like he wanted to rip
the arm out. He patted him on the shoulder, laughed heartily and raised a glass
full of some indistinct liquor and drank, presumably in his honor.


“I got this for both of us. You can’t just
sit here without anything.”


After downing his glass, Hans poured a tall
drink for Bercik.


“How’s my favorite thug eh? Ready yet to go
back to covering boxing?”


Hans raised his fists, smiling, and threw a
few phantom punches.


Bercik wanted to sigh. This attitude, this
feigned ignorance, was pathetic.


“I’ve got a tougher man to put down.” Bercik
replied. It was good language for working with Hans. A tough-guy posture, where
everything was a fight, where everything drew blood. “I’ve gotta give the man
in Nocht Citadel a black eye.”


Hans grew silent for a moment. He grew
serious. “Yes, that’s certainly been happening. That man’s let you punch his
face a few times now, and it seems they’ve recently figured out The
National was doing too much punching. And that it hurt.”


“Something happen?” Bercik asked.


“You haven’t been around the office lately,
but others have.” Hans said.


“Something happen?” Bercik asked
again, nearly growling.


“We told them to fuck off.” Hans said. He
took a long draw of his cigar.


“Good. That’s my man, Iron-Jaw Hans.”


Hans looked out the window. “I’ve begun to
notice, Scheldt; when you throw a punch at something, I’m the one who sits
herer and gets hit back. You should drop around the office sometime and take a
few of those yourself, chum.”


Bercik shrugged. “I’ve been working Hans, you
know I’ve been working.”


“Ok.” Hans said tersely. He put his cigar and
continued. “On what now? Find out that President Lehner has been fucking Queen
Vittoria or something? That would be a fresh turn from some of this other shit
you’ve been digging up.”


Tiring of the bullshit, Bercik cracked open
his satchel and pushed the envelope inside across to Hans. His tough-guy editor
was less than enthused to receive another mysterious-looking pack bursting with
stamped government documents. 


This time it was a variety of shipping and
storage papers, tracing the life of a series of M4 Sentinel tanks, top of the
line, along with Heinrich no. 27 Archer monoplanes, also top
of the line. Files tracked the life of the weapons from their inception in
Tautan and Osteran factories to their journey to Mamlakha and Cissea, Nocht’s
relatively new client states. 


Each document covered 20 or 30 tanks and
planes, but the orders piled up. Over a thousand vehicles had been delivered to
each country in the past five months.


“This just isn’t compelling to me, Bercik.
Explain your angle here. We’re giving our new allies the hardware they need to
defend themselves. Seems altruistic to me. I don’t know what to tell you, other
than I wish this was a sex story.”


“Do you think Cissea can afford this Hans?
Look at that. A hundred tanks a week for the past two months? They could buy
fifty tanks from us right now, tops. Not five hundred of the god damn things!
And the planes, good lord, almost four hundred planes down to Cissea, and all
of them top of the line? You don’t even see these in air shows, this stuff’s
brand new. Doesn’t this look fishy to you Hans? Why would we give this away?”


“What do people care if we’re giving Cissea
planes now? Come on.” Hans laughed and waved his hands as though trying to
swipe the words out of the air. 


He acted with a self-effacing cheer, as
though his charm and wit alone could get Bercik to shut up and swing the day
around for him. He knew better than that, Bercik knew that he did, but they had
to go through the routine in order to get through to each other.


“You know what this looks to me and to my
sources? Military mobilization.”


Hans raised his hands defensively. “You’re
reaching now.”


Bercik pulled open his satchel and dropped
stapled set of papers onto the table.


It was a draft.


“I’m not reaching, I’m writing.” Bercik
started to talk fast. His heart was pounding. He set his shoulders, tried to
look determined and to talk with conviction. He had to get this. “I’m writing
about how the Libertaires promised us no more wars, and now all the technocrats
and whiz kids are gleefully about to plunge the world into hell. It’s all goin’
to fucking Ayvarta, Hans. Why the hell else would Cissea, and Mamlakha for fuck’s sakes,
why would we send them tanks and planes, to Mamlakha, why would we send a
‘peace force’ of over 300,000 men? This is war, these guys are setting up for
war, and the people deserve to know it right now. We can put a stop to this,
they ran on peace–”


“Peace force? You know why the peace force is
going, you covered it! They’re going to stop the terrorists in Mamlakha, the
commie terrorists. Everyone knows this now Bercik you can’t just change the
facts. This is getting crazy now, too crazy for you.”


“Is it crazy? What do we care about Mamlakhan
terrorists? Ayvarta’s across those borders, and we care about that. Deploying
this ‘peace force’ after sending Mamlakha a thousand vehicles? After all the
speeches of the menace of communism in Cissea? This is not about Mamlakha or
Cissea. All along those have just been stepping stones, Hans. Our government is
after Ayvarta, they want to topple the SDS, and it’ll be–”


“Stop, Bercik,” Hans interrupted him
suddenly, raising his voice. 


But he then paused, and he let out air for a
moment, a long exasperated and anxious sigh while he pulled he ran his hands
over his head, and sat far back in his seat as though he thought he might get
socked from across the table. He took a drink again.


He was reaching for words that might sound
like a reasonable excuse. 


Bercik had seen that face far too many times
now. He had seen it in tabloid pieces about celebrity affairs and he had seen
it in tough pieces about mayoral scandals and mob violence. It was hard to
believe he was seeing it again, and in a story of this magnitude. 


“These guys are heavyweights Scheldt, you
have to understand this. And they’re getting real tired of your shit. Citadel
Nocht is set to bury us, they’ll make sure we can’t cover a fuckin’ baseball
game ever again, ok? And they’re being gracious right now. They’re willing to
drop everything, give us access to some primary, reliable source documents, and
stop badgering us for your mystery benefactors: if we’ll give them a place to
air their side of the story, and drop the subject. I’m willing to take this and
you should be too.”


“God damn it Hans. The past few stories we
did don’t even climb a meter up the iceberg. You know this is bullshit, you
know the only thing we’ll get is a whole lot of papers filled with black bars.
I’ve got real stories from real mouths and real eyes. You’ve got constitutional
rights for fuck’s sakes, you need to stand up for yourself!”


“I know it is bullshit Bercik, but we have no
choice.” Hans said. 


He was almost to the point of shouting.
Bercik could not believe this. Here was Iron-Jaw Hans, who got deep in the shit
with the police in the labor riots twenty years ago, ready to lie down for the
boys in blue? What world had Bercik Scheldt been transported to? 


Hans sighed and kept talking. “If we keep
going against these guys we’ll be run out of town. Those last stories you did
about all the corporations and the cronyism and the oil shit in Mamlakha,
that’s got them really pissed
right now. Everything they would do to us is legal. We can’t force them to let us operate in peace, they make
the laws here. For the love of the Messiah they could even say we’re commies
and send the boys in blue to give us a good beating every Sixthday just to
check if we’re not sending communiques down to the Commissars in Svechtha or
something. You need to look at it from my perspective ok? I’ve got a family,
I’ve got kids to think of here. We don’t need this shit Bercik.”


Bercik rolled his eyes and put his fist on
the table. He was still playing the tough guy, and he couldn’t believe his
ears, he couldn’t believe that Hans was not playing the tough guy anymore
alongside him. “Fuck you and fuck your goddamn family.”


“Don’t do this to me now, ok?” Hans said. For
once he sounded pleading. “Right now, I’m the only person in this damn city
looking out for you Bercik. In twenty years when you retire with kids and a
wife and a house, and a career, you’ll thank me.”


“Eat shit.” Bercik shouted. He lowered his
voice and leaned forward with a dangerous look in his eye. “I don’t need
fucking kids. I need you to publish this story or the world’s going to hell,
Hans. The two biggest military forces in the world will be going at it soon.
Millions of people will die. Not just their people, our people. There’ll be
conscription, rationing. You lived through the unification war you stupid piece
of shit, I didn’t, and yet here I am, being the only one in the room that
fucking remembers. We can stop that.”


Hans stared right into Bercik eyes. He had a
haunted look of his own.


“Yeah, I lived through it, ok. It’s not like
that can happen again.”


Bercik grunted with exhaustion. 


“It is happening! It will be worse this time! We’ve got bomber planes
now, we’ve got tanks, we’ve got bombs that weigh 500 kilograms, and they’ve got
all that too. There’ll be air raids, there’ll be firebombs sweeping the fields.
Kids as young as seventeen can sign up right now to go to that. How can you sit
back and not do anything, when you can stop this?”


“It’s just a story, Bercik. It wouldn’t have
done anything but screw us over.”


Bercik was quick to answer, and sharp, as
though it was a personal insult to him.


“No, you’re wrong. The people have a right to
know. They can demand this stop.”


“We can’t stop this.” Hans said. He smiled a
little, and looked down at the table. “I’ve got a living to protect here. If I
survived the unification war as a kid, then my kids will survive it too. But I
can’t survive having enemies in Citadel Nocht.”


Bercik couldn’t believe what he was hearing. 


It just did not register to him that someone
would hear what he said, and then would elect to sit back and do nothing about
it. He thought that he had tried his best, in his mind he kept replaying the
words, and to him, they perfectly depicted the death and the madness he saw on
the horizon. In his mind he had painted at this table a picture fully realizing
the flames, the smell of rot, the thick gunpowder-choked air. It was in his
draft. 


But Hans pushed the draft back across the
table. This act seemed somehow definitive, a confirmation that Bercik’s words
hadn’t reached anyone, that maybe he hadn’t even said anything that he needed
to. He had fucked up; Bercik felt a pit form in his stomach, and a sudden wave
of nausea. His legs shook under the table and his hands above.


“I’ll take it to another paper. One that’ll
take the risk.” Bercik threatened.


“You know there isn’t any. None of them want
this responsibility.” Hans said.


There was silence between them for a moment
before Hans simply stood up from the table and left the diner entirely. Bercik
remained, sitting in his chair, shaking and staring at the empty seat,
wondering if it was all some awful dream. 


Would he awaken tomorrow and repeat this day
and do it right? In his mind he had not yet crossed that one-way door between a
world in which he saw a future that was possible, a future where life and color
returned to his picture of his life past the month; and one in which the chaos
of war was inevitable, where monochrome became red with blood and fire, all far
beyond any of his means to stop. 


Trapped in his own consciousness, Bercik sat
for close to an hour alone in that diner, still wondering what he could say,
what he could write, that would get this story on the front of The National and save Nocht.
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Skeptics once took
it as fact that flight would never catch on.


No average person
could even conceive of a reason to venture from their country and cross the
seas, they said. Especially not in a flying metal cylinder. To visit a
neighboring region a train was more cost-effective; for most people even
leaving their village was a waste of time. At best, people conceived of
airplanes as military and diplomatic tools.


However, the Queen
had always been enamored with technology.


She ignored these
detractors completely. Twenty years ago she had laid down Lubon’s first major
airstrip, within sight of the Royal Villa at Pallas. Over time the importance
of the Royal Airstrip, as well as its size and its contingent of planes, had
increased. It was now fully stocked with all manner of aircraft: there were
small biplanes, short monoplanes with twin engines and room for a few, and a
couple of large passenger craft.


As usual the royal
delegation would be flown to the territory of Nocht across the North Sea by the
official Pellicano royal plane that was festooned with Queen
Vittoria’s sigils and the oak tree flag of the Kingdom. This was a very
large craft considering the few people that were to board it. It had 4
propeller engines, and a 30 meter span.


Princess
Salvatrice felt small next to the mammoth craft. She had never flown before.


She did not board
with her mother the Queen: she had not, in fact, even arrived at the airstrip
with her mother. She had been hastily taken from her studies at the messianic
academy and taken via private car to the airstrip, unceremoniously and
without any of her possessions, and no guarantee that her attendant would make
it onto the plane. Now she approached the craft and boarded from a hatch
opposite that which her mother would be using. She could see her mother’s car
parked on the other side of the strip.


She wondered dimly
if Clarissa would be joining them on the plane as well.


Two black-clad men
led her up the ramp and into the aircraft. They were gentle and deferring, but
the princess could not help but feel that she was being forced, pressured,
driven to move against her will. Their task was not to protect her but to
compel her. 


Inside the
aircraft she met her mother for the first time in what seemed like years.


Tall and majestic,
the Queen approached from the other end of the plane like an opponent, with a
gliding stride, guarded by two blue-clad, rifle-armed cavaliere,
Lubon’s revered Knights. Salva bowed her head to her mother, whose appearance
seemed to shift the gravity in the room. She had a powerful and beautiful
countenance, framed with bountiful and perfectly straight golden hair, accented
by intense green eyes and the long, sharp ears characteristic of pureblooded
Lubonin. She wore a brilliant silver dress that glittered from the gentle curve
of her shoulders to the hem of her dragging skirt.


“Raise your head,
Salvatrice,” commanded the Queen.


Her voice sent a
shill down the princess’ spine. 


She curtsied, and
stood as tall as she could.


“Reverita Madre. Dio vi benedica.” She said, a trembling
in her voice.


“Dio vi benedica, figlia.” Queen Vittoria replied.


The Queen raised
her hand. Her guards relocated to the front of the plane.


Side by side the
royals walked down the aisle, along the plush seats in the interior of the
plane, to a table laid down for special guests, bolted to the floor near the
very back of the craft. Servants greeted them with desperate kindness. There
were two chairs for them, held down with adjustable clamps that allowed the air
crew to unfasten them, move the seats to new positions and then clamp them
again to keep them immobile in flight.


Princess
Salvatrice took a seat across from her mother. She felt the backrest of the
chair forcing her spine straight, it was so rigid and flat. A procession of
servants appeared from another room with tea and pastries. Princess Salvatrice
did not fancy eating. She had been made to change into a dress before
travelling out. It was a functional and form fitting gown compared to her
mother’s, with tight sleeves and a high neck and a restrained sort of skirt,
like the bulb of a tulip. But it was still mostly white, and could so easily
stain.


“It is an honor to
be with you this day, mother.” Salva said.


“Merely an honor?”
Queen Vittoria replied, grinning a bit.


Salva stared down
at the cups, silent, stewing in a brief and painful shame, until she saw her
mother’s hand glide closer to her face. The Queen’s long, elegant, bejeweled
fingers gently lifted her chin, as easily as raising a feather from the ground.



Her mother’s stark
green eyes narrowed as they took stock of Salva’s condition.


“My poor, sweet
child. Doctors said exercise and sun and southern air would improve your
constitution. But oh, my dear, all it has seemed to do is darken your
complexion even more than normal. You will need to build strength for what lies
ahead of you.”


Vittoria’s fingers
brushed aside the long locks of reddish-blonde hair covering the sides of
Salva’s head, cut close to the shoulder. She pulled her daughter’s hair back
enough to see her ears, shorter and blunter than those of pure elves like the
Queen and the Knights. Her hands then traveled down Salvatrice’s narrow
shoulders, across her skinny arms. 


Salvatrice had the
terrible feeling that those piercing green eyes, the only thing in common
between them, were harshly judging her. She felt like flinching away from
her mother and waited for the sting of some cruel word or another, but instead,
the Queen’s expression was unnaturally tender and her words were
uncharacteristically gentle.


“You remind me of
your father. Take that as a compliment. He was a beautiful man.”


The Queen’s
fingers retreated from her daughter’s flesh. Salva nodded her head.


“Nocht is an
exciting country.” Vittoria said. “I’m sure it will lend you energy.”


Salvatrice finally
touched her tea and even bit into a scone, anything to excuse herself from
speaking. Her mother also began to eat, until the plane was made fully ready. 


After tea time
they sat next to each on other on one of the benches, a fancier piece of furniture
even than the lounge seating at the academy. Servants appeared to fasten
Salvatrice and Vittoria’s seat belts as the propellers turned and the plane
charged down the runway. They had scarcely managed to seat themselves by the
time the plane took off, and a few almost fell. Salvatrice gasped, watching
them. Vittoria paid them no heed, as though they had ceased existing the moment
their hands stopped performing a service for her.


She had envisioned
flight as a romantic experience. Air rushing past her, a sense of freedom, like
swimming in mid-air; the plane satisfied none of those feelings. 


High in the sky,
she felt heavier and more tied to the ground than she ever had. 


The vibrations of
the metal craft seemed to travel across her legs and cause her to perpetually
shake. She felt them in the middle of her chest. She did not know how her
mother kept steady during this violence. Looking out the window made her feel
sick.


Beneath them the
green landscape and the blue sea became a disorienting blur. And there was no
escaping the fact that she was essentially chained down next to her mother. She
prodded Salvatrice about her studies, about her health. She asked her
questions, as though to quiz her, but she never corrected her or revealed the
current score.


It was maddening.
Silence between each fragmented episode made it only more so.


Several hours
later, there was once again land beneath the plane. 


Snow-covered,
mountainous terrain quickly gave way to pale tundra.


The Pellicano had
taken them from the center of Lubon to the northern edge of Nocht. They would
be in Citadel Nocht in another hour or two at this rate, which was absolutely
astounding to Salvatrice. These two countries were once an ocean apart!


While she looked
out the window and marveled openly, the servants very carefully brought them
goblets of wine and laid down an antipasti plate for each of
the royals. Neatly arranged cheeses, cured meats, artichoke hearts,
tomatoes and mushrooms adorned the plates. Beside each plate, the wrapped
silverware was truly made out of silver.


“Did you eat well
at the Academy, my dear?” Vittoria asked.


“I ate better than
my classmates.” Salvatrice said.


“Good. You should.
I made sure of it. I realize that I could not be there for you personally
throughout your studies, dear daughter. However, I hope you realize in turn
that I personally arranged for your life to be one of comfort and good health.”


“I know, honored
mother. Thank you.” Salvatrice replied. It felt like talking to a stranger in a
stranger’s voice. None of this was natural. All of the formality and care
between them made it seem like a puppeteer’s play of a mother and a daughter.


Vittoria smiled.
“I hope that my love and my care shone through to you in the resources that you
enjoyed. As my daughter, a light upon Lubon, you deserve the best our Kingdom
can offer. Food and clothing, a thorough education, and the best doctors in the
world to help you be the princess that you were born to be; in all these, I
hope that through the years you have seen my warm hand at work, though you
could not feel it in flesh.”


Salvatrice nodded
meekly. All those were things she could not have honestly said she had felt. In
reality her mother was so distant that she needed a special voice to speak to
her and could not use her own. This was at best an alien idea of love. Her
mother had certainly given her doctors and teachers, places to stay, and finery
to rival the petite bourgeoise of their country. Could a mother truly refer to
such things and such things alone as love?


“I say this
because I hope soon to overwhelm you with the love that I had previously not
been able to give. I feel regret that I did not sooner take you from the
countryside and into my bosom.” Vittoria said. “I am thinking, my daughter,
that I want you close.”


Salvatrice’s lips
contorted into a false smile. To all eyes, it seemed sincere.


“I am overjoyed to
receive your attentions, dear mother. I have longed for this day.”


She knew better
than to ask what had happened to her older sister, Clarissa.


All of their
conversation, bereft of this fact, denying this context; it was nothing but a
torrent of pretty lies. From the instant she boarded the plane she had known
something was amiss. Clarissa had not been there beside the Queen, in her
rightful place. 


But Salvatrice
knew not to bring it up. 


This act of
evasion was not something she had learned previously, not a technique of the
court. This was her common sense, the barest fact of the existence. 


Always she had
been painfully aware that she was a discarded second.


Clarissa had
direct access to the Queen throughout her life, direct access to matters of
state, a private tutelage in Pallas and not in an academy miles and miles away
from the nerve-center of power. Clarissa didn’t need doctors to correct her.
She did not need to be moved from place to place as a child to be kept away
from the matters of court. 


Her sister had
been revered, and she had been abased, as much as a princess could be.


And yet, Clarissa
was not on this plane giving contrived graces to her mother.


Salvatrice was;
and so she smiled, and she played along in this strange new world.


Knowing all
throughout, that she, the second daughter, should not be here.


She, the
scandalous offspring of a foreign man, should have remained hidden away.
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A dull ache
settled across Princess Salvatrice’s cheeks.


She made a
gargantuan effort to continue smiling throughout the trip.


To wear that much
falsity on her face for so long was nerve-wracking agony.


Since landing in
Citadel Nocht’s National Airport on the 6th, the Queen and Princess had been
honored guests of the Libertaires, the party currently in
control of the presidency and bicameral legislature of the Nocht
Federation. A jovial diplomat met them at the airport, and he ferried them
through the gentle snowfall via a sleek private car.


 They cruised deep into the city, where
buildings rose like otherworldly spires, black skyward features of glass and
metal with an imposing, polished, faceless appearance.


Led into the maw
of one such monument, they escaped the snowfall into a vibrant palatial suite.
Dinner was served in the suite’s dining room; six courses with colorful
vegetables, succulent meat, silky soup, and festive desserts. It was a feast
almost more for the eyes than the mouth. Salva felt like she was defacing art
when she tasted a cut of meat, peeled a slice of oily beet from a salad plate,
or forked a piece of chocolate cake.


“Unfortunately, Herr Präsident will
be unable to join us tonight,” said the diplomat, Herr Svend,
seated at the opposite end of the table from the Queen. He was a lanky man with
slick black hair and blunt facial features, older than Salvatrice by at least a
decade, yet someone who was still young. “He looks forward to your meeting
tomorrow.”


Everyone spoke
Nochtish, a rough and aggressive language over which the Princess held limited
command. She had tried to offer thanks to the driver of their car, a duty
beneath her mother, but she had tied her tongue in a knot trying. Lubon was a
flowing, elegant tongue, a language of romance and poetry, of lyrical beauty –
or so she had been taught.


To her ear,
Nochtish was like the wailing of a beast. 


She had been
actively afraid of those voices as a child, and as an adult she admitted to a
little apprehension still. She could not tell anger from joy in the Nochtish
tongue.


Her mother had an
almost divine gift with it, of course, and she spoke perfectly.


“How unfortunate.
I would have wanted Salvatrice to meet him in a more relaxing setting than a
military policy discussion. He and his wife are lovely people.” Queen Vittoria
said. She even smiled at Svend, who nodded graciously back. In this kind of
setting, the Queen was at her most relaxed. Salva noticed her own princessly
manner in her mother, delicately cheerful and youthful. Here it was acceptable
for her to relax the Queenly mask.


Whether she truly
was enjoying herself, Salva could not know.


“Yes, it is a dire
circumstance indeed that has kept him away, milady.” Svend said. He acted at
all times with a calm and inviting demeanor of his own, a gentleman who had to
present his country as warmly as possible. “He would not pass up any opportunity
to dine with such lovely guests as yourselves, but these were truly inescapable
matters.”


“His loss has
become your fortune.” Princess Salvatrice said. She smiled, partly at her own
athletic pronunciation. She had pronounced every word with only a hint of
accent.


The Queen allowed
herself a tiny chuckle behind a delicately raised hand.


“Oh indeed!
Indeed!” Svend laughed, and raised his wine glass to honor Salvatrice.


“Indeed. Though, I
am concerned for Herr Präsident. I became appraised of
the leaks concerning the Generalplan and was told there would
be nothing to worry about.” Queen Vittoria said. “Should I be cautious of these
developments, Herr Svend?”


“Oh no, not at
all.” Svend quickly said. “We found the source; we’re taking measures to insure
that the public consumes this information in a proper context. Only one
newspaper took an antagonistic role, and they’ve changed their minds since
those stories; after we gave them access to new information they broadened
their views. The press is very reasonable.”


“I am glad to hear
it.” Queen Vittoria raised her own glass. “To the free press!”


“We could not live
without it!” Svend laughed heartily, raising his own glass.


Princess
Salvatrice smiled meekly and said nothing. 


Though both Svend
and the Queen spoke in the tone of tearoom gossip, chuckling and smiling like
old friends, Salva could not help but think that there was a sinister undertone
to everything they said. In Lubon’s papers and radio programs very little of it
was discussed: the distance was too great. But as a student at a prestigious
university, Salva had access to papers like The National and The
Federal Review to keep abreast of Nochtish news. She had read about
the fallout of the past few weeks. It was not such a laughing matter.


Salva would’ve
spoken, but Princess Salvatrice could not.


After dinner Svend
offered them gifts of soft mink coats and hats, winter-wear greatly in vogue
with the high-class ladies around Rhinea. Princess Salvatrice found ocassion to
wear her coat immediately: the party was headed out of the warm suite for a
tour of Citadel Nocht, the nerve-center of high class culture and of the
Federation’s government.


 From the windows of their car and through the
gentle drift of snow Salva saw the broad roads, teeming with motor cars and
trolleys. They constituted the bloodstream of the City of Steel. This
stronghold in the northern reaches of the Federation controlled the rest of the
continent. Most of the people here were either high class diplomats,
technocrats, politicians, and their aides or low class service work that
catered to their every need.


There was a
starkness to the divide that could even be seen in the crowds.


Those with mink,
jewels, polished shoes; those with boots, overalls, thick jackets.


“Take us to the park,
I want Salvatrice to see it.” Queen Vittoria said.


“Gladly, milady.
We still have plenty of time.” Svend replied. He signaled the driver.


Minutes later they
arrived at the Industrial Park, a vast indoor plaza like a glass cube in the
middle of the city, where the machinery of capitalism was almost worshiped. The
Princess saw numerous exhibitions of engines and cars and planes on public
display, severed in half so that one could see the inner workings in the metal
flesh.


She strode through
mock-ups of factories, bronze autamata representing the workers that churned
out the machines in conveyor belts and across shipyards and automobile
factories, in joyous cooperation with the capitalists and industrialists who
secured them the materials to do their work and awarded them fair wages driven
by the market.


Pretty women in
fitting costumes, such as airline crew wear and worker’s overalls, led children
and families on tours of the facility, explaining to them the History of
Industry.


They walked across
the plaza in a little guarded entourage. Two Knights that had accompanied them
on the plane had left their own car and walked alongside the Princess and
Queen. They did not carry long arms, but they had pistols under their
gold-trimmed blue coats. Their ears were very sharp, like her mothers’, and it
made Salva a little anxious about comparisons. She was the only Lubonin in the
entire plaza without long ears.


And people were
indeed looking their way: with Svend and a tour woman at the head of their
procession, and two Nochtish guards at the back, the Queen and the Princess and
their entourage of knights stood out to all the visitors, and heads turned
whenever they joined an existing tour group at an exhibition. It soon felt to
Salva that she and her mother were becoming as much a part of the exhibitions
that day as the machines.


Salvatrice felt
the stares. They made her feel illegitimate.


In many ways, she
felt that she was, right down to the flesh.


“Don’t shy away.”
Queen Vittoria said. “Bask in their awe. You deserve it.”


Salva wondered
bitterly what had happened overnight that led her to deserve awe.


In earnest the
tour continued, with Svend growing more energetic as they went, clearly
invested in the attractions. He seemed more genuine than anyone else in the party.
And indeed he felt more genuine than many of the exhibitions he slavishly
explained.


Salvatrice was a
little perturbed by the surroundings.


All of the trees
inside the plaza were false, for example. 


They were machines
with a textured exterior and plastic leaves. From afar they fit the profile of
a tree, but after passing by enough of them Salva could see the welded seams
where the machine’s plates had come together under the bark texture. “In the
future, we can have air purifiers masquerade as trees,” explained a tour guide,
“these machines are display models, and have a limited range, but they are able
to take in the air near them and clean it. In the future, one tree will remove
smog from a whole city block.”


“Real trees grow
poorly in Citadel Nocht, I’m afraid.” Svend commented.


Queen Vittoria
laughed delicately. Princess Salvatrice smiled.


She smiled mostly
to cover up how disturbing it all felt. 


Falseness within
falseness, lies after lies.


When they had
thoroughly exhausted the exhibitions in the History of Industry, Svend’s face
grew rosy and he led them to his favorite area of the plaza. 


They passed
through an archway into another half of the glass cube. An exhibition proudly
displayed “The New Age of Warfare” to all comers of all ages.  Clockwork
automaton soldiers in gray uniforms, wearing the tall Stalhhelm of
the Nochtish armed forces, strode in pre-determined paths across the
exhibition, saluting, running with their rifles, jabbing bayonets, taking aim
at the walls and ceiling as though in real combat.


Here the
attractions were a little more guarded. 


None of the
vehicles had visible cross-sections as in the History of Industry exhibition. 


There was an
enormous Fatherland tank, the first tank Nocht ever developed
and a copy of the Lubonin Remus, hardly more than a set of massive
tracks with machine guns on sponson mounts. This led to the first turreted
tank, the M1 Warrior, essentially a smaller metal box on tracks
with a cubical turret atop housing two machine guns.


“We have an M3 and
M4 now, but the exhibition for the public ends with the M2.” Svend explained,
gesturing toward the M2 Ranger. Larger than the Warrior,
boasting a complex rounded turret housing a real cannon (albeit a small, 37mm
gun), the M2 looked a lot more like the tanks Salvatrice had seen in pictures
and newspapers and in the military parades at home. Below the M2’s pedestal, a
golden plaque read, THIS MACHINE GUARDS YOUR FREEDOM. Salva found that
ironic, considering the tank was obsolete.


“This is your
favorite spot?” Salvatrice asked, pronouncing the words slowly.


“Quite! I helped
oversee its construction! I financed some of the pieces.”


Svend looked
fondly upon the Fatherland tank. “But it is incomplete!”


“Incomplete?”
Salva asked. She thought she mistook the word for another.


“I have tried to
convince your mother to send us a Remus for the exhibitions
here, but ah, it is a difficult thing to arrange.” He said. Queen Vittoria
laughed. “Perhaps when you are Queen, my dear, you’ll allow us to enshrine one
here with its sibling?”


Princess
Salvatrice did not know how to respond other than to close her eyes and affect
a slightly wider smile, as though she were so amused at the thought of being
Queen. 


In reality, it was
such a scary thing to consider it shocked her near senseless, and all of her
Nochtish seemed suddenly to escape her. She merely smiled and hoped that she
would be written off as an airhead and left alone to simmer quietly in her
agony.


“The Remus is our history.” Queen Vittoria
interjected. “And we have few left.”


“For a military
boy like me, it just feels incomplete here.” Svend lamented.


Salva kept quiet
the rest of the trip, as they looked at some aircraft bombs, inert of course,
and then visited an industrial-looking cafeteria and gift shop on the way out.
The Queen showed a little more of that youthful idiosyncrasy she allowed
private company to enjoy by buying a sandwich from the cafeteria, where the
staff became clearly awestruck.


She did not end up
eating the sandwich.


Her performance,
was simply the Queen of a foreign country dropping in on cafeteria workers and
receiving their compliments and adulation. Nobody seemed to offer the same to
the Princess, except vaguely, in association, the same way they treated Svend.
How could they? Until days ago she had been a half-known phantom to politics at
large.


How could anyone
in Nocht be supposed to know her and treat her like a Queen?


After the plaza,
they drove north of the city, to the harbor. 


All of the water
was frozen over, and only icebreakers could plow through to the piers. 


In the distance, a
tall statue stood just a few miles off the harbor, in its own little island. 


This was the
Mother of Industry, a symbol for Nocht. It had been commissioned and built by a
rich man to represent Nocht’s values, or so Salva had read in her studies.


For the Nochtish
people, anything was possible with hard work. Industry, then, was the key that
united and liberated them all, and they were thankful for it.


Salvatrice
wondered what people from different countries would think seeing that statue.
It was snowy out, and hard to make out the shape in the distance. All Salva
knew, in her first time seeing The Mother of Industry, was what significance
other people gave it in the books she read. They were soon off again in the car,
the snow picking up, and Salva never got to see the actual shape of the statue.
She wondered what kind of face it had.


Winds picked up,
and the snowfall thickened. 


A blizzard cut
their happy afternoon short, and they returned to the suite. Salvatrice had her
own guest bedroom, itself the size of a small apartment. It had a washroom with
a bath and a shower, and its own couch and coffee-table seating area. Her bed
was large enough to fit three of her, and a plate of snacks and a wine bottle
rested bedside.


Servants from the
hotel were ready to take care of her the instant she arrived, pulling off her
coat and working on the dress cords behind her back. She nearly yelled, but
retained her composure and simply waved them all away. She didn’t want them to
see her. 


Once alone in her
room, she undressed herself and stood in the shower, under warm water for
several minutes, until a cloud of white steam filled the enclosure. She donned
a complimentary robe and fell asleep in it, dead tired. Her back hurt, as did
her feet from wearing raised slippers throughout the trip: but what hurt most
was her face, her cheeks, the area around her eye sockets. They had made the
greatest effort that day.
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After a lavish
breakfast, Salvatrice found herself in a private car once again.


Along with the
Queen, she was driven past the spires of the inner city, and up a tall hill to
a large, black, dome-shaped building, surrounded by defenses. Honeycomb-like
etchings glowed across its surface. She was given no warnings, no impression of
what her role would be; her mother trusted that she simply knew by instinct not
to embarrass her.


All Salvatrice
knew was that they were headed to the Citadel itself, the fortress after which
the city had been named, in order to participate in a military policy meeting. 


At the top of the
hill the car drove behind the dome-shaped structure, and the guards led them
from a private parking space hidden behind the dome into an elevator, and up to
the highest level of the building. They stepped out onto a lobby, and from
there walked to the meeting room, where a round table held a map of the world
for all to see.


Ayvarta was prominent
on the map. Though called the southern nation, it fell between several worldly
metrics, ambiguous, part south, part north, part centered, part east.


Lights played
tricks in this room. Illumination was widely dispersed, and all of it was
coming from low along the walls and from the map on the table, so that a gloom
seemed to settle over people’s faces. They were like the ghosts children
pretended to be, flashing lights under their chins to appear frightening to
others in the dark. 


It was an eerie
place in which to set a meeting.


Queen Vittoria and
Princess Salvatrice took their places around the table.


Across from them,
Nocht’s President, Achim Lehner, welcomed the royals. 


He was a sleek,
handsome, and younger-seeming man than Salvatrice had expected. He had a high
nose bridge and low cheekbones, smooth blonde hair short on the sides but
gelled back over the top, and deep set blue eyes. He had a confident and
complex look. 


Salvatrice was
wary of him already.


“Vittoria! I am so
happy to see you.” President Lehner said. “And your daughter is lovely, I am
glad she is here. I had thought I would be meeting Clarissa again today, but I
am pleasantly surprised. You should let Salvatrice out more often, your
majesty!”


The Queen’s smile
visibly dropped, but she gave no reply. 


Salvatrice lowered
her head.


“You must be
pleased to finally meet more royal blood in the flesh, hmm?”


President Lehner
jokingly addressed a young woman who stood next to him.


She was not his
wife, a beautiful actress and model who Salva had seen in the papers several
times. No, this was a different lady altogether. She had a dark brown
complexion, a small, flat nose and black hair that was collected into twin
braids across the sides of her head, connecting into an ornate bun at the back
of her head. Her eyes were a sharp green, like Salvatrice’s own, and she was as
lavishly dressed as anyone in the room with a long and well-fitted glittering
black dress. No one would have mistaken her for Nochtish.


Salvatrice
recognized her: she was Sarahastra, Empress-In-Exile of Ayvarta.


Salva corrected
her own train of thought quickly: the woman had changed her name, to “Mary
Trueday,” taking a Messianic-sounding name when she fled to Nocht.


She wanted to be
respectful of this change, of course, and hoped she would not get the name
wrong. But it was hard not to think of her as Sarahastra. Her presence in Nocht
had always been well publicized, and she had become something of an iconic
victim of Ayvarta’s Communist regime over the years. Salvatrice had not seen
very many Ayvartans in her lifetime, and found herself a bit captivated by
Empress Trueday. She had a lovely and unique appearance in Salva’s
eyes. But her expression was dour and reserved.


“I am pleased to
make the acquaintance of the revered Queen Vittoria and her daughter.” Mary
Trueday said, bowing her head lightly and gracefully. “It is my hope this day
that we will successfully embark to liberate my country from a brutal tyranny.”


“Oh, my dear, not
business, not quite yet. We’ve guests still to arrive.” Lehner said.


Mary Trueday
responded with a deferring nod of the head to the President.


Hanwa’s own
delegation, the final piece of the puzzle, arrived soon after. 


An older man,
bronze-skinned and with an angular look to his eyes, a foreigner among
foreigners, entered the room. He was Salvatrice’s height, shorter than Lehner,
but certainly better built, muscular and broad shouldered. He was dressed in a
beige and red uniform. A symbol of a white sun over a red field prominently
covered his shoulder-guards, and he wore a long and ortnate sword with a gently
curved blade hidden in a decorated sheathe.


Salvatrice thought
he could not be a civil leader, that he must have been a general. But he was
quickly introduced by President Lehner as the Shogun of Hanwa,
its de-facto leader. While Hanwa had a royal line, much the same as Lubon, the
Emperor of Hanwa was a figurehead, unlike Queen Vittoria, who had an active
hand in all the policy of her land.


“Ohayou-gozaimasu,
Kagutsuchi-sama.” President Lehner said, bowing stiffly.


Shogun Kagu,
as he was known among his people for short, looked amused.


“We are arrived.
Skip the pleasantries. We gathered to plan a war.” He replied.


“Oh, it’s already
planned, mostly.” President Lehner said. “I had my boys take a crack at it, you
know? Past few months we’ve been running the numbers, building up, wondering
among ourselves, ‘hey, can we do this?’ And we found that: yeah, we can.”


He clapped his
hands and the table upturned, its face spinning like a reversible tile. What
appeared in place of the world map when the device had settled again was a
specific map of Ayvarta, its surface marred with lines and arrows and numbers
everywhere.


There were dates,
routes of advance, strategically important holdings, resource-rich areas. In
the north-center of Ayvarta, across its great Red Desert, was Solstice, the
capital, and the place where all the lines, all the arrows, and the final dates
all intersected.


Across the top and
bottom of the map were the words Generalplan Suden. Nocht
forces deployed out of Cissea and Mamlakha, and moved quickly up the continent.
According to the dates Salvatrice was reading, they planned to take Solstice by
the end of the Postill’s Dew: in just 180 days. Lubon forces would drop from
the Northwest and Hanwan attacks from the sea would target the Northeast and
Far East corners of the great southern continent. They would surround the
communists completely, from all sides.


“Nice strategic
table, isn’t it?” Lehner said in a joking tone to his guests. “I’m glad I
didn’t invite the Svechthans here. It would have been awkward if the table had
ended up being taller than them.” He chuckled and grinned. Mary Trueday
giggled.


Salvatrice covered
her mouth a little in shock. She was a comparatively sheltered girl, she knew,
but it was a bit shocking to hear such an insensitive joke in this setting.


“I hope, Mr.
President, that you have a real plan somewhere not on this table. Because this
table looks like a child’s imaginings more than a strategy.” Shogun Kagu said.


“‘Course I do!
You’ll get copies. I’ve got plenty. But the map says a lot, doesn’t it?”


“About your ego,
perhaps. But I will not stake my armies on your mathematicians alone. My
country is already fighting a war to subdue the savages in Yu-Kitan and claim the
land that is Hanwa’s birthright. I expect you to support that endeavor as
well.”


“Oh I do, believe
me.” President Lehner said, smiling. “Yu-Kitan is another playground for the
commies. You can bet you’ll have help from our Panzers down
there as soon as we can muster it, Kagu-sama. Can’t have them
running the Jade Land.”


“Is Svechtha on
the agenda as well then?” Queen Vittoria asked. “They are communists and
frankly have been a thorn in all our
sides throughout their entire history.”


“‘Fraid not,
milady.” President Lehner said. He seemed to be in his element around this
crowd, talking fast, gesturing as though he was staging a play. He had been an
actor once. “Svechtha will collapse when Ayvarta stops sending the pipsqueaks
food, so don’t worry about them. A direct assault on them is just too costly
and the rock they live on is just too worthless for the numbers to add up
right. But trust me: you’ll get ‘em.”


Queen Vittoria
seemed greatly dissatisfied by this answer. But she did not press it.


“The Svechthans
are a pitiful, weak people.” Kagu-sama interjected, closing
his fist as though to symbolize crushing the Svechthans as a whole in his
palm. ”They can hardly squeeze a grain of wheat from that dead land they
inhabit, and they are built like children. Aid me in Yu-Kitan, Faery
Queen, and I promise you upon my honor that Hanwa will deliver to you that
icy rock next. Who knows; you may not need to lift a finger.”


“I will hold you
to that.” Queen Vittoria said, unflinching toward the outdated title.


Salvatrice found
it odd, seeing her mother in this setting. 


She had thought
her mother invincible, a goddess on Aer. Everything should have been mutable in
her grasp. And yet, here she stood with other people of equivalent power. 


She accepted their
terms and did not set her own. 


Salvatrice was
seeing the fallibility of her living parent for the first time. 


In a way, it
emboldened her personally: but she also knew that if she ever took this office,
she too may find herself a weak link within a pack of wolves if that was indeed
what was happening in this room. Nobody’s thoughts here were open or
obvious to her. She could only infer. But she had a sense Lubon was the weakest
party negotiating here.


“Okay, well that
was a weird old-timey exchange there, anyway,” President Lehner chuckled,
“Anyway, eyes on me please. I’m going to run you through exactly how we’ll end
the threat of Communism once and for all, and return my dear friend Lady
Trueday to her rightful place in Ayvarta. I’ll also explain our casus belli:
that one is simple. Communism is an ideology of chaos and destruction and must
be eliminated.”


Mary Trueday
nodded her head and smiled a little.


President Lehner
clapped his hands and the map turned anew.


“You know how I do
that? I have people under the reversible table changing the maps. A magician is
not supposed to explain his trick, but I can’t help it. It’s such a neat trick.
Anyway, feast your eyes on all those beautiful divisions.”


Across the bottom
of this new map, 20 military divisions in Cissea and 30 military divisions in
Mamlakha, a total of well over half a million fighting men, were positioned
along the border, and arrows indicated their initial movements. Salva was not a
military mind, but it seemed like a massive amount of soldiers to her. Their
guard for the trip consisted of maybe 10 Knights at best. However, she
noticed that the Ayvartan opposition had no divisions listed anywhere on the
map. She chose not to inquire about this.


President Lehner
went on to list the Nochtish strengths: 1200 aircraft, nearly 2000 tanks,
550,000 men, countless heavy weapons, 4000 artillery guns divided into
howitzers and anti-air, and a small reserve of Mamlakhan troops, as well
as a small reserve formation of expatriate Ayvartan volunteers based out of Mamlakha,
that were referred to in the map as the “Kaiserin Trueday” Panzergrenadier Korps.
This was labeled “First Wave.”


“That’s what I’m
bringing to the table, ladies and gentlemen. Intelligence informed me that the
commies disbanded countless formations, so the ‘Ten Million Men’ of the old
Empire are no more. Their army is around 1.5 million, at best, and they are
scattered around the ten dominances of the Solstice Dominion in groups of
100,000. These troops are poorly trained, poorly equipped, and poorly
motivated. No match for our Landsers. My plan is to roll over them
as fast as possible with elite formations backed by best training and equipment
that the civilized, free world has to offer. We will destroy half their
standing army in a little over three weeks from the initial projections. Anyone
have questions?”


Shogun Kagu and
Queen Vittoria held their breath for a moment.


“I must first know
the status of the coastal supergun in Chayat.” Shogun Kagu said. “In order for
the Imperial Navy to succeed in an invasion of Ayvarta by sea, Chayat must be
immediately taken. That supergun would give us great pause, however.”


“Our intelligence
suggests it was never completed. Y’know, weak commie industry failing at the
top. However, in the event that it was active you could easily outrange it with
your naval aviation. Work with me here, Shogun, I am counting on the greatest
navy in the world for this plan.” President Lehner said, spreading his arms and
laughing a little nervously. “Your honorable seamen must choke off Ayvarta in
the east.”


“All of our naval
aviation is committed to the fighting in Yu-Kitan,” the Shogun explained,
taking an aggravated tone suddenly, “I will need 30 days to redeploy a small
reserve, and I will not risk the fleet and launch an attack, until they are
ready.”


President Lehner
grinned nervously. “Chief, you’re kinda breaking my balls here.”


“In order for the
necessary build-up to be completed, I too must abstain from the initial
attacks.” Queen Vittoria said, speaking over both of the men. “Our forces had
been pared down from conflict levels and must be hastily reassembled to join
this endeavor.”


“So,” President
Lehner flapped his coat a little, “So, both of you, 30 days?”


“Don’t know about
the Faery Queen, but it will be 30 days for me.” Shogun Kagu said.


“Closer to 25 in
my case, but might as well make it 30.” Queen Vittoria replied.


“That was not the
plan, people.” President Lehner said. “We kinda had a plan going.”


“Due to your
secrecy, I have not yet seen this plan except for vague suppositions.” Queen
Vittoria snapped back. “And it has proven pointless! Your intentions were
leaked to the public. You should have brought us into the formal planning long
ago.”


Throughout the
debate, Mary Trueday said nothing. Salvatrice could not even read the
expression on her face. She just looked blank, like a doll standing beside the
President. Even as he moved or shouted emphatically, she stayed still and
perfectly collected.


“I suppressed all
the leaks. There’s no problem there. Only problem here? You two!”


President Lehner
pointed a finger at the Shogun and the Queen.


Shogun Kagu
grinned and laughed. “Thirty days, President, or you get nothing at all.”


“Thirty days or
you go it alone.” Queen Vittoria added.


“Alright. Ok. You
can delay your parts for thirty days. But I can’t delay my part.”


“That is your
choice.” Queen Vittoria said.


Princess
Salvatrice felt like hiding under the table. The leaders were suddenly tense
and aggravated. They looked at each other with intense, hateful eyes.


Soon all parties
called the meeting off with grumbling words, and aides delivered to everyone
the (now mostly obsolete) Generalplan Suden, 2/3 of which would
have to be delayed for thirty days. President Lehner and Mary Trueday stayed in
the meeting room and watched everyone leave. Shogun Kagu stomped his way out
the door. 


There were no
jovial goodbyes: just a tenuous promise between these great powers, bound only
by the thought of favors and spoils. Salvatrice did not even know what her own
country got out of it, other than remaining Nocht’s ally and perhaps Hanwa’s
too.


Queen Vittoria
pored over the documents in the private car on the way back to the airport.
Salvatrice had never thought of her mother as a military mind, but she seemed
to understand everything in the plan far better than Salvatrice ever could. 


Reading her own
copy of the plans, Salvatrice could hardly understand the Nochtish military
jargon scrawled across blurry photos and old maps and intelligence communiques.



Glossing over most
of it, she put it down and sat with her head bowed and her hands across her
lap. She and her mother had not spoken for hours. All Salvatrice understood was
that soon, it seemed the whole world would be at war, much of it with Ayvarta.


Nothing seemed to
contradict this basic fact.


She felt the
stress of it weigh on her shoulders. Trapped inside the car, trapped inside
this world, trapped beside her mother, and likely, trapped by a new title and
by the grave responsibility that awaited a future leader of Lubon, a country at
war.


“Mother, what
happened to Clarissa? Why isn’t she with you here, instead of me?”


She had to know
whether she was Princess or First Princess. 


She had to know if
the fallout of this conflict may affect her as a future queen, or if it would
treat her as an unrelated royal, hidden away for all her life.


Queen Vittoria
closed the Generalplan Suden documents. 


She did not smile
this time as she looked over her daughter with that powerful countenance and
those awe-inspiring green eyes. That motherly mask was replaced by a look of
indifference, a blank callous stare of a sort that Vittoria might reserve for a
servant or even a pack animal. Those eyes had never looked at Salva in that
way.


“I have confined
Clarissa to the Convent of Saint Anastasia. She was indiscreet and allowed a
man to take advantage of her. She is a sister there. You are forbidden to see
her.”


Her words were
like a blow to Salva’s stomach.


She had seen
little of Clarissa in her life. She did not even have a desire to see her,
prior to hearing this. But now she wanted more than anything to rip her from
wherever she was locked. It was stunning to think that a mother could speak so
coldly of her child and the abuse she was committing against her.


And in a deep,
dark place in Salva’s heart and mind she considered that such a fate could just
as easily befall her now. With Clarissa gone, she was indeed the First
Princess, the Heiress to the throne. Whichever way this ‘Solstice War’ went she
would have to be deeply embedded in it. All of the suffering of Lubon would
become her own, inextricable.


“Mother–”


“Not one more word
about it.” Queen Vittoria said, sharply and dangerously. 


Salvatrice
flinched.


Queen Vittoria
sighed openly and suddenly controlled her own voice again.


“Clarissa admitted
her mistake and acceded gracefully to this demand.” She said. She took
Salvatrice gently by the shoulders. “She will repay her sins. In her place, you
must be the light of Lubon. I understand that you may not be ready for this,
but I promise you, I will make you ready. I will make you stronger and more
powerful even than your sister. I will not commit the same mistakes. You will
expand Lubon, its glory, its prestige, its history. I know that you have the
potential. And I know you will accept the responsibility.”


Salvatrice was
nearly in tears right in her mother’s face, but she fought them, harder than
she had ever fought anything. This was the greatest of all the falsities she
would ever have to commit, to keep this contrived strength, to hold shut the
hole dug into her heart.


There was only one
thing she could say, right now, to her Mother’s piercing eyes.


“Yes, mother. I am
overjoyed to be chosen to succeed you. Viva Lubon.”
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Bercik had gone out to eat, and when he
returned to the tenement it was already dark. Dim, intermittent light from
terribly old bulbs scarcely lit the hallways. 


After reaching his floor, he found the door
to his room just slightly ajar.


He felt a chill over his body.


Rather than go into his room, Bercik walked a
few paces to the next door and knocked on it. He heard some off-key singing and
a few strings of violin play, and knocked louder. Then he heard the door chain
clinking, and Kirsten opened up for him, positively beaming when he saw who it
was. Kirsten was a young guy, barely twenty, with a soft face and with blonde
hair long and a little curly, wrapped up with a piece of old tablecloth into a
messy ponytail; Bercik called him “kid” in his head, but he wasn’t that much
older that such a thing was warranted. Kirsten seemed quite stricken with him
that night, staring at his face. He fidgeted a little with the straps of his
overalls and whistled while staring.


“Mr. Scheldt, wow! It’s pretty amazing what a
little grooming can do.” He said.


Puzzled, Bercik reached up to his face and
stroked his chin with one hand. He had shaved his beard off, but he didn’t
think it made that much of a difference. 


“Just call me Bercik. Kirsten, did anyone
come into my room?”


Kirsten looked over Bercik’s shoulder in
confusion. “I’m not sure Mr. Bercik–”


“Just Bercik, please.”


“I was practicing my violin so I didn’t hear
anything.” Kirsten replied.


“I see. Could I borrow that loose pipe from
your sink?”


Kirsten nodded his head, and pulled the pipe
loose from below his sink himself. 


It was as long as a baseball bat when out,
and once you knocked it loose from the sink you could pull it right from the
floor and have yourself a nice beatstick.


He handed the object nonchalantly to Bercik
with a big beaming look on his face.


Apparently discerning what Bercik planned to
do, he asked, “Do you need backup?”


Bercik raised an eyebrow and looked Kirsten
over. 


He didn’t look like much of a fighter.


“You can go running for help if anything
happens.” He said.


Kirsten crossed his arms and looked satisfied
with this arrangement.


A few paces over, they stacked up in front of
Bercik’s door. 


Bercik held up the pipe, and Kirsten pushed
open the door with a delicate tip. 


Since he was already badly in debt, Bercik
never left his lights on, so with only the dim hallway lights filtering into
the room, and their bodies mostly in the way, they could see nothing inside. It
was almost pitch black. Kirsten peered in around Bercik’s side as he walked
into the room, ready to swing at anybody. A few steps in, they turned on the
light bulb, and found nobody inside. Everything looked exactly as it had been
left. 


But Bercik would not allow himself relief
yet. 


He handed the pipe to Kirsten and pulled out
his locked chest. 


He opened it, and found his few clothes
folded inside, as well as his typewriter and paper. Nothing had been touched
there. He lifted his mattress from the bed-frame. Nothing.


“Perhaps you just let the door a little
open.”


“Nah.” Bercik said. “I don’t, not anymore. I
got too much to lose.”


They looked over the room for a few minutes
but found no signs of tampering.


“Wait.”


Bercik felt compelled to look at his secret
hiding place under his sink. 


He pulled back the boards.


There was something wedged in there.


And he was sure he’d gotten rid of all his
documents.


He pulled out an envelope, a fairly fresh
one, thick with documents, just like the ones he used to hide there. This one,
was stamped with a date, 18th AG-30, three days in the future. Bercik closed
the door, lacking the presence of mind at the moment to cast Kirsten out of the
room first, he ripped open the enveloped and pulled loose the documents. 


Across the front of a cardboard folder, the
words Generalplan
Suden had been
written hastily in a pen. All of the pages Bercik thumbed through were
reproductions. 


They were photostats of all the
documents.


This was big stuff; Bercik felt his stomach
turn as he saw the details of troop formations, the dispositions of all the
countries involved, the weaponry that would be used. They had a timetable,
Messiah’s sake! One hundred and eighty days to the letter!


It all started in three days.


A war to ‘end the threat of communism,’
between all of the world’s major powers.


“This is worse than I imagined.” Bercik
whispered to himself. Kirsten grew alert.


Along with the folder, Bercik found a crisp,
folded letter. 


From inside the letter, once unfolded, slid
over a couple of 1000 Mark bills, spilling onto the floor. Kirsten stifled a
gasp, physically covering his mouth when he saw the money. It was several times
their rent. He picked them up and looked at them with disbelief, while Bercik
tried to read the letter, but found himself foiled by the handwriting.


“I can barely make this out.” Bercik said.


Kirsten’s hand shot up into the air like he
was in a classroom. “I could try.”


Worth a shot; Bercik handed over the letter. 


Kirsten unfolded it again and looked it over.
Bercik took the money from his hands and began counting it. Though this was a
simple task, he was so dumbstruck by the amount that he counted and recounted
the few bills, unable to comprehend the vast amount that they added up to. He
held them up to the light bulb, and they looked real enough.


“My dear friend,” Kirsten began, “It appears
that I was right, and we were too close. We have no choice now but to complete
our work, you and I. My labors now are at their end, as ended as they can be:
you now truly have all the information that I can get. I will pay dearly for my
role in this mess, but I do so with the conscience that history will absolve
me, and that you will be a champion of history, when you help end this war.”


Kirsten gulped loudly, and continued. “You
should prepare to leave immediately.”


“I guess that is why I needed 10,000 marks.”
Bercik bitterly said.


“So you’re not with the mob? I thought you
were a gangster, not whatever this is.”


Bercik burst out laughing suddenly. Kirsten’s
face turned red and he crossed his arms.


“Of course I’m not with the mob. Don’t you
read the newspaper?”


“I don’t read them! I deliver them! I would
be fired if I cracked open the bundles.”


“Messiah’s sake.” Bercik shook his head. It
was so absurd!


Sitting in his room like this, Bercik felt
strangely amused. 


After Hans had rejected his story he had felt
the wind knocked from his guts. For months he had given every part of himself
to cover this story, and in an instant he had nothing anymore. His world had
collapsed and he walked in a void. 


But then he had decided to turn it around. 


He shaved his beard, he changed out of his
suit, and he got a good night’s sleep. 


He had almost been ready to give everything
up and get a factory job or go back to covering scandals in the cabaret world
or something; but now he held in his hands the whole truth again. Was this fate
inescapable? How could he fulfill the wishes of his mystery benefactor? The
Voice was right, of course. If he released this Generalplan
Suden to the public
all at once then its meaning would simply be distorted, or its context
embellished. 


It could be false: after all it was just a
folder of hasty photostats. 


Bercik himself would surely go to jail, or
worse. He could not stop the war in Nocht.


In Nocht; but
perhaps there was a place where this information could be used.


Bercik stared at the marks in his hand and
got a very crazy idea percolating in his head.


“Kirsten, do you want to go travelling?” He
asked suddenly. “I’ll pay for us both.”


Kirsten’s eyes wandered and he rubbed his
arm. “I might get fired for that.”


“Leave them a note saying you’ve eloped or
something. They’ll understand.”


“Well, alright then. Truth be told, I wanted
to ask you if I could join the mob.”


“Be serious here already Kirsten; I’m not
with the mob!”


“Well, I know now! But I didn’t before. I
just wanted to do something snazzy.”


“Here’s your consolation prize.” Bercik
grabbed him by the shoulders. “We’re taking the shady barges down to Ayvarta.
We’re showing them these papers. Along the way I will buy you a didgeridoo or
something. How’s that sound, my friend?”


“Better than newspapers.” Kirsten replied,
gently pulling Bercik’s hands off him.


In that bizarre instant, their covenant was
sealed. At all costs, they had to make it south.










? ? ? – ??? ??? ???


 


Wooded hills separated Mamlakha and Ayvarta,
and nobody believed that a large force could push through that rough terrain.
Nocht, however, was already at the edge of the two nations, its troops waiting
for a critical message that would change the world.


Leading the assault was the 8th Panzer
Division under Brigadier-General Dreschner. 


He had accomplished the task of penetrating
the Janna woods by employing light tanks and half-tracks exclusively, and
leaving behind the heaviest of his Panzers and much of his artillery, save
for a selection of mountain guns that could be disassembled and ferried in his
supply trucks. Well after the attack by the light forces was underway, his
heavy guns and medium tanks would join to deliver the decisive blow on the
border defenses. 


However, he expected that with the element of
surprise, the initial attack would be enough to scatter the communist border
defense. He wouldn’t need heavy weapons.


Even his own Befehlspanzer was left behind. Instead, a radio
truck was assigned to him. A new driver and radio operator awaited him there,
and they would be joining him for the rest of the conflict, all 180 days
scheduled for it. Though, 180 was optimistic. 


Dreschner rode a lightly armored scout car
through the wood to meet with his own forces at the front before the critical
hour, and to take his place in the radio truck. 


He dismounted the light car, under the cover
of thick trees and uneven terrain. 


He found his half-tracked truck on a wooded
hill overlooking a three-meter drop down onto the next tank in line. Dotted
with rolling hills and thick with trees; but his forces had crossed it all.
Even now he was making military history with his 8th PzD.


He walked jovially along the edge of his
truck, amused at his temporary station, and came around the back to find a
woman sitting on the bed with her feet dangling from it. 


She was a skinny and messy-haired girl with a
small, sleek pair of glasses on her gentle face, dressed in the gray Landser uniform. She was issued no weapons.
Instead, she held in her hands a strange cheaply-printed book, which she nearly
had her nose into. Dreschner stood across from her, wondering when she would
deign to notice him. He cleared his throat, and eventually put his hand on the
book and pulled it down.


“Good morning. Signals officer Schicksal, I
presume?” He asked sternly.


Karla Schicksal blinked, and then nearly
jumped. “Yes sir! Sorry sir!”


She saluted him, her hand shaking.


Dreschner raised his hand over his hooked
nose in consternation.


“What is that? What were you reading?” He
asked.


“It is a pulp book, sir! It is The
Terror of the Saucer Men, sir!” Schicksal replied.


“The Terror of the Saucer Men?”


“It is science fiction sir. First published
in 2028 in Baffling Stories magazine–”


“Just, tell me what it is about. Why are you
so interested in it?”


“Yes sir! It is a fictional story about a
species of evil green men from the bowels of Space, who fly in metal saucers,
and who have come to terrorize and colonize Nocht, sir! They have space rays
that can heat any metal to melting in the blink of an eye! And they have armor
harder than any known metal! They are all linked by a powerful hive conscious,
and work in terrifying cohesion, sir. Their orthodoxy and single-mindedness
helps them to conquer the fragmented races of Aer, sir. It is very horrifying
to consider!”


Dreschner looked at her critically. 


She shrank away a little, putting on a
nervous face.


“You can read your funny books during your
breaks.” He said. 


“Sir, yes sir!”


“Put it away now.”


“Sir, yes sir!”


Schicksal gently folded the book closed and
slipped it into her coat.


Dreschner climbed into the back of the truck,
and Schicksal stood up from the edge and followed him deferringly about as he
inspected it. There was a very large radio unit, the size of an ice box, under
a table installed on one side of the bed. 


Armored walls protected the equipment, and a
tarp overhead kept out the elements. They had a Norgler machine gun in case of emergency, and a
bench along the wall opposite the machine gun gave them a place to sit, and,
god forbid, sleep in. 


Dreschner was not well acquainted with the
radio equipment.


“What model is this, and do you think you can
operate it well?”


“It’s a Funk FA-30!” Schicksal exclaimed
suddenly, as though she had been ready to answer the question since Dreschner
first laid eyes on the machine. “These were put into frontline service just
this year. Some teething problems, I hear, but very powerful. They are state of
the art radios, we could talk to people across Mamlakha with these! Well,
perhaps not that far, but close, in good conditions. I can certainly make use
of it.”


“Well, I’m glad someone understands these.”
Dreschner said with a grin.


Clipping sounds of a small engine became
audible behind them. 


This puzzled the Brigadier-General, since he
was not expecting anyone else to arrive via private car, especially not into
this wood. He grew immediately suspicious.


Dreschner and Schicksal both turned around
and saw the new car arrive, and a young woman dismount and approach.
Dark-haired, with rich brown skin and green eyes, and wearing a dress. It
was Kaiserin Mary
Trueday of Ayvarta. Dreschner was taken aback by her arrival. He did not quite
know what to make of, or how to treat, a royal lady without a country of her
own. Ostensibly she had a lot to gain from their operations, but it was never
instilled in him that she required the deference he reserved for Nocht’s
leaders.


“Greetings,” Dreschner said, taking no
particular tone. “What can I do for you?”


Schicksal was useless in this. She froze
stiff and stood awkwardly behind Dreschner.


“I wished to offer you a benediction, as you
liberate my land,” the Empress replied.


“I am here because Nocht’s soldiers need
expert direction in the coming days.” Dreschner said. “I am here to make
history, and earn us glory and respect. Forgive me, milady, but I am not
particularly invested in liberating anything or anyone.”


Mary Trueday smiled. It was a puzzling smile.
Dreschner felt like he could not tell what the expression truly meant, like
there was a subtext both making itself known but also unreadable on her lips.
There was something about Trueday that was subtly off.


“Even so, your actions will do me an invaluable
service. I will finally take my rightful place in the world again. You needn’t
believe. I will be eternally grateful once I have returned to my throne, and
taken my place among my people again.” She said.


“Indeed.” Dreschner replied. He was tiring of
her. “So, what is your benediction?”


“I pray to the Messiah to grant you
foresight.” Trueday said. “It is the greatest gift a commander could have. I
must warn you, that Ayvarta is a land with many mysteries. Among us, there are
people with what you may call gifts. There is one, especially–”


Another new noise interrupted them. 


Schicksal hurried to her seat, and donned a
headset.


“Orders from Oberkommando. It is Zero Hour.
We have been activated for attack, along with the 10th and 15th
Panzer Divisions, sir. They wish us luck.” She said.


Dreschner nodded. He had scarcely paid any
attention to Trueday and her words were annihilated from his mind now. Finally
the time for action had come. He was becoming restless. “Well, Empress, I thank
you for your visit. We must make haste.”


Mary Trueday smiled that eerie smile again,
with that doll-like face and those eyes.


She did not try to communicate her message
again, whatever it was.


Perhaps she merely left them to their fate
now.


She stood and watched, as across the forest
the engines of various war machines rumbled to a start, and readied themselves
to charge into the land that she had been ejected from as a child, and upon
which she gazed dispassionately now as an adult.


Dreschner climbed into his truck, and he,
Schicksal and the tanks advance.


Scrawled in their orders, in divisional
calendars, the date.


 


18th of the Aster’s Gloom – Generalplan Suden
Zero Hour


 


Beginning of the Solstice War.










7.  The Councils Divided


 










42nd of the Postill’s Dew, 2024
D.C.E


Adjar Dominance – City of Bada Aso


6 Years Before Generalplan Suden Zero Hour


Lieutenant Madiha Nakar, recently promoted
from KVW Sergeant-Major, looked over the lower waterway of Bada Aso. Under the
evening’s falling sun the scene was replete with imperfections. Nothing but an
ugly concrete cage several meters too long, built to trap the Umaiha River
running through Bada Aso, and bridged by a pragmatic, artless structure fit for
motor cars and horses, but not lovers walking hand in hand.


At night though, it took on an interesting
character as Madiha waited, looking down from the concrete rails at the edge of
the river. A full moon rippled in the water. The warm illumination of the
streetlights, and a touch of the night’s pervading gloom, gave the place a more
romantic character. In the dark, she could see herself holding someone close to
her, exchanging a secretive kiss, and whispering warm nothings over the water.


She had realized none of that yet.


Madiha saw only herself, a lone shade
reflected in the water, her features obliterated by the strength of a gentle
breeze upon the river’s surface. For several minutes she waited. Soon another
twisting facsimile of a person appeared, wrapping its arms around her from
behind. She felt a kiss on her cheek and the warmth of someone’s breast against
her back.


“Hujambo, Madiha!”


“Hujambo, Chakrani.”


Her companion turned her around and looked at
her with exaggerated and friendly awe, running her hands over Madiha’s chest
and hips, feeling the texture of her uniform and marveling at the few medals
upon it; running her fingers over the contours of the empty pouches on her
belt. She examined her thoroughly, licking her lips with satisfaction.


Chakrani was Madiha’s age, still a girl in
her mid-20s, with a bright smile upon her light brown face, piercing green eyes
and long, dark, gently curling hair styled into fashionable ringlets. She had
on a long, modest dress with a shawl over it, as Bada Aso got a little cold in
the dark during the sixty days of the Postill’s Dew. 


If there was one person whose touch Madiha
was pleased to feel, it was Chakrani’s.


“You look so gallant in uniform! And you let
your hair grow out. It’s so feminine! Very pretty.” She took Madiha’s long,
slightly messy ponytail by the tips. “I must say though, I thought you looked
handsome with the bob cut, when it was cut to the shoulder.”


“It was not so much that I let it grow out,
but that I didn’t have much time to reign it in.” Madiha replied, laughing a
little at all the attention Chakrani gave her. 


She raised her hand and slid fingers under a
few of Chakrani’s ringlets.


Chakrani raised her own hand to meet Madiha’s
gentle touch.


“I’ll take your word for it. You were
tight-lipped in your letters.” Chakrani said.


“I was sworn to secrecy on certain things.”
Madiha replied, smiling nervously.


Chakrani played a little with the tie on
Madiha’s dress uniform. 


“If I’m also being honest about things other
than your hair, I wept when I heard you’d returned here. I spent the whole
morning crying. I was so worried when you left. I truly didn’t want you to be
part of the KVW. Having you there at my side all these years, after all the
turmoil; I never thought you would choose to join the military. I wish you
hadn’t.”


“I was already part of them before.” Madiha
said.


“As a kid! You were an orphan and they gave
you a place. You had no choice. This is different. I’ve seen you shaking and
crying in bed. Madiha, war has really hurt you a lot, you know? And it breaks
my heart that you’re going back now to be hurt again.”


“I am fine.” Madiha said, raising her hands a
little in defense.


“You say so. But I think you’d be happier in
a union with a self-managed job.”


“I’m not good for much of anything outside
military planning.” Madiha said dully. In her mind she had imagined a thorough,
impassioned rebuttal, something which captured some depth of her true feelings.
None of that managed to reach her tongue in time.


“You don’t even need to work then.” Chakrani
told her, in the tone of a scolding. “You live in the Socialist Dominances of
Solstice, Madiha, you can stay home with me; we can live easily on the subsidy
and my father’s land grant from the government. You do this because you want
to. And I don’t want to chain you down, but you must understand how much it
hurts me that you will constantly elect to expose yourself to harm.”


Chakrani rested her head on Madiha’s chest. 


Madiha flinched at the mention of her father.


“I understand.” Madiha said simply. “I’m
sorry, I don’t want to ruin our night.”


Chakrani sighed. 


“It’s fine then. I’m sorry too. But let’s
promise to talk about it later, alright?”


Madiha felt a surge across her spine, but the
only intimate contact that she could think to initiate was to hold hands with
Chakrani. She sealed their little covenant with this gesture, knowing in her
heart that it was disingenuous of her to accept those terms from Chakrani.


They were merely delaying the night’s
cruelties.


While it lasted, however, Madiha wanted to
enjoy a little revelry.


Hand in hand the two of them wandered across
Bada Aso’s streets along the lower waterway, where the terrain lay flatter.
Bada Aso was an old city, fairly low-lying and spread out, with wide
cobblestone roads flanked by rows of two-story buildings with fairly broad
alleys between them. Houses and venues of red and brown brick, built in the
Imperial age, composed most of the architecture. Initially Bada Aso had been
built along the waterway, so where Chakrani and Madiha walked, they saw
Imperial-age buildings sharing the streets with a few old but beautiful
structures still standing from Ayvarta’s antiquity.


Most of them were repurposed now into museums
and cultural centers. 


These older structures were largely composed
of alternating layers of stone and wood that made the buildings appear like
rocky cabins, with a heavily textured exterior and protruding wooden beams.
Alongside them stood the anthropomorphic facades of old Imperial buildings,
with their archway doors and arching high windows. Bada Aso seemed like a
quaint, organic city here. Newer, concrete and rebar buildings were more common
along the relatively new main street, and in the upper waterway, north uphill.


Silent, save for a few smiles and laughs and
shared, enamored looks, the two journeyed along the old city. For most of the
way their only witness was the moon overhead. On the streets themselves there
was not much activity, with only a few people and no motor cars travelling down
any given street alongside or opposite the happy couple.


Every few blocks, they passed a cooperative
restaurant or club, and saw people outside, listening to the music through the
walls and trying to make their way in. They knew well that there was a vibrant
nightlife in old Bada Aso, even if the buildings did not rise so tall over them
as in Solstice or in the photos of foreign cities. Ayvarta was a different
place, fundamentally different, but still held many things in common.


A conspiratorial look slowly appeared on
Chakrani’s face, as she cast eyes along the connecting roads and ushered Madiha
along by the arm, skipping merrily. 


Straddling the waterway and out in the main
street there were several places that hosted nightly events with food and
music, with dancers and poetry, and sometimes with other attractions; but were
often short on seating. They were a first come and first serve affair. 


Demand for these venues outstripped supply. 


But connections could open up seats
nonetheless. 


Ever since they set off, Chakrani had been
chirping here and there about a special place that she wanted to show Madiha.
She had cheerfully led Madiha down several blocks, almost to the edge of the
old city where the Umaiha bent away from into the wilds.


She soon found one of her favorite
places, Goloka. 


Outside it was nothing so special, it looked
like most of the Imperial age buildings in Bada Aso. However, appearances were
very deceiving in the old city. 


Even just standing outside, Madiha felt the
beat of furious drums rumbling her heart. 


There was a small, very well-dressed party
outside trying desperately to gain entry. 


Surely this was not simply a sleepy little
bar. 


Smiling, with a little mischief seemingly in
the making, Chakrani urged Madiha to watch her as she gained them entry.
Casually, she walked past the party at the front and waved over the sliding
glass window on the closed door. Someone inside seemed to recognize the
gesture, because the door opened, and the couple was suddenly let in.


The Goloka
was an upscale drinking and dining club, a place of gaudy color provided by
special light bulbs, and a sumptuous atmosphere with music and professional
dancers. In the middle of the building was a small stage flanked on all sides
by tables for the guests, and there was a small bar and a kitchen ready to
serve light meals and drinks. 


The place was misty with the sweet-smelling
smoke of incense. 


On the stage, near-naked men and women danced
arm in arm and face to face to the sound of drums and string instrument. Hips
shook, hair swung; there was as much flesh as music on display. It was sensuous
and wild, and the ardor of it swept up the couple as they entered. Chakrani
clapped; Madiha, pulled her own collar, feeling flushed.


“Chakrani, you’re lucky I was working today.
We’re packed.”


Chakrani smiled at the young, well-dressed
clerk who had opened the door for them.


“You’re always packed! Any way I can repay
you, Jabo?” She said.


“Buy something and don’t stay around for too
long.” Jabo quickly replied. “City Council is thinking of drafting up an
ordinance to limit the time people can loiter in co-ops to improve access. They
don’t like seeing people out the doors in lines.”


“Oh, don’t worry, this is just my first stop
tonight.” Chakrani said, waving him away.


Jabo shook his head a little, and amicably
departed to meet with the club Host, an older man who managed it. Clubs and
taverns such as these could be owned by people, as co-ops. Ayvarta’s government
largely had better things to do than run clubs and bars. 


While the beauty and exotic quality of places
like Goloka seemed a little out of hand to someone
as humble as Madiha at first, there was still equity and camaraderie to it.


You just had to arrive early enough for a
table.


Or, like Chakrani, you had to cultivate a
sociable persona, and make friends.


They waited at the door for a few moments for
Jabo to return. He found them a table after another couple had departed the
venue. Chakrani and Madiha were then happily seated in this vacant table, near
the stage, where they watched the dancing.


Over Madiha’s objections Chakrani ordered
them two tall glasses of Phena:
coconut liquor common in Ayvarta, and often cut through with a bit of
fruit juice. Soon the server arrived with colorful glasses and Chakrani handed him
a few bills.


These sorts of transactions were still very
common in the socialist Ayvarta, where everyone still earned wages. If one
wanted food prepared by private cooks, or alcohol served in taverns, or things
like non-government newspapers and books, and clothing other than the
essentials rationed within state shops, one paid in Shells,
the Ayvartan currency. 


For those items which were scarcer or in
higher demand, one needed Honors, a gold wage card
handed on special occasions or to workers who truly exceeded expectations.


Seeing a chance to make a bigger impression,
Madiha objected once more.


“I can cover the cost, Chakrani. You should
not have to pay for us.”


She reached into her uniform for a wallet. 


Her guaranteed wage was a little higher than
normal, being in the army’s special branch, the KVW. It was a hold-over of the
country’s revolutionary fervor. Military personnel received slightly better
benefits, rations and wages thanks to this emphasis.


Chakrani did not work, so she had only her
state stipend to spend, and Madiha thought it would be the “gentlemanly” thing
to do for her to pay for the spoils of the evening. It amounted to twenty
shells a drink: expensive, when it came to down to counting the milliliters of
fluid, but nothing that either of them couldn’t handle with their money.


“My, my, it’s not just your uniform that is
gallant now,” Chakrani smiled, teasing Madiha with a finger on her chest,
“Footing the bill? You’re serious about me, aren’t you?”


She laughed a little, and Madiha joined her,
wondering when she had ever become un-serious about
them, or given that impression. She had always been serious. Chakrani was just
teasing and flirting, but Madiha felt a little trepidation about it. 


Especially considering what would soon
transpire.


After a moment the server took Madiha’s bills
instead of Chakrani’s and went on his way, tallying everything in a little
notebook for the cooperative as a whole. Profits garnered from these exchanges
by the cooperative were divided among the cooperative workers, including the
Host or Hostess who managed the cooperative venue, in a way that they would
determine among themselves democratically; or failing that, an equal split.


However, a certain percentage of profits had
to be “invested” – put back into the venue, into new shows, put into the food
distribution (to help bolster local unionized agriculture), into bonuses for
workers, paid to the government and so on. 


Madiha learned many of these things just
growing up. 


Socialism had always interested her. And
though Ayvarta now did not look exactly like the books said it would or should,
Madiha could see the progress being made.


Even in little things like going out with a
friend she saw the machinery of politics and people running as it did nowhere
else in the world. In her eyes everything around her worked, more or less; it
took care of people. People would always complain a bit about the shortages of
elvish wine or some other thing from a past life; but they had homes and food.


Of course, in the end, it was all
over-analysis of a nice night out with a lady friend whom she fancied. Madiha
was prone to indulging in political thought, especially as of late. 


However, what mattered was the invisibility
of this machinery. All of it happened as it would anywhere in the world, and
the night progressed as it would for any couple. They watched the show; they
held hands; they tasted each other’s drinks. It was a traditional story played
out on the stage, even if the actors told it through dance, and danced it while
dressed in diaphanous, tight clothing that brought a fierce blush to Madiha’s
face at times.


They were telling a mythical story about the
creation of the world. 


Madiha could tell from the movement, from the
costumes; though there were no lyrics to the music, and no voice to the acting,
she could tell what has happening very easily. 


This was a fairly common story.


Chakrani and Madiha had arrived a bit late
for this particular set, but they managed to see most of it. At the beginning
of time there was a paradise in the center of the world where nobody was ever
left wanting. Everyone ate their fill and was sheltered from weather, and
everyone was a single community, undivided by taboos. Their unity and carefree
nature was expressed in the sexually-charged dance on the stage.


Men and women danced, face to face, flesh to
flesh, glistening with sweat; and men traded places to dance with men, and
women with women, and they shared with their new partners all of the same
eroticism that they had shown the opposite sex. 


Men and women traded items of dress, slipping
into new masks, new facets of gender and sex, to show that in the past they had
all been truly free, unknowing of the kind of constraints that now seemed to
face mortals in the world. 


It was the sort of show that would be
scandalous in Nocht or Lubon.


However, the story would turn soon dark. 


An evil force led the peoples astray, and
lured them to the corners of the world, and away from their paradise, from
their warming fires. Naively each of the peoples followed. In their new lands,
for the first time they felt need and want, and their natures grew meaner. 


They were no longer carefree and united;
women dancers broke away from other women and shied from their touch, and men
from men, and eventually, even men and women could not touch anymore. All of
them grew covetous, longing again for paradise, and they thieved from one
another: on stage the dancers seemed to struggle with one another, taking their
masks only to throw them away once they acquired them.


Beneath the larger masks, they had smaller
face masks that revealed more of their individual features. Now their emotion
was laid barer for the audience to see. 


They had become imperfect beings, too easily
read and defined, their sins too obvious. 


Such was the fate now of people in the
material age.


“I love this atmosphere.” Chakrani said. She
repeated the sentiment about everything in Goloka, from the dancers to the
drinks to the architecture and interior decorating. Everything about the place
enamored her. Her exuberance rubbed off on Madiha. She had felt guilty, leaving
Chakrani behind a year ago to join the KVW’s operation in Cissea. But Chakrani
had grown a lot since then. She had left her own comfortable surroundings and
expanded her horizons without anyone’s help. Madiha felt elated to see her like
this.


“It certainly lifts the spirits.” Madiha
replied. Again she had wanted to say something just a little longer, just a
little more inspired. But words seemed to escape her grasp around Chakrani, and
she said something pedestrian again despite all of her thinking.


“I wish I could run a place like this.
Wouldn’t it be great?” Chakrani said.


“Put in a request to the Commissariat of
Developments.” Madiha said.


“I should.” Chakrani said. “Though, it’s a
little intimidating to think about.”


Madiha reassured her. “Bada Aso could
definitely use more places like this.”


Chakrani curled one of her ringlets around
her finger, face flushed.


“Do you think I would make a good hostess?”
She asked.


“You would be the best.” Madiha emphatically
replied. Finally she seemed to find the enthusiasm to speak to Chakrani in the
way that she deserved. She was radiant, joyous, an angel; and Madiha wanted so
badly for her to be happy. She had a longing that hurt.


On stage the drums grew fierce again, and the
couple turned to witness the final scene. 


This was a story with no happy ending; all of
the peoples of the world in their different corners, met again in what they
thought was paradise, but warred with one another. The close dance that was
once seen as pleasure, now meant war and strife. Madiha was astonished and
enraptured by the skill and beauty of the dancers. 


She felt Chakrani’s hands on her cheek.


Before she could think to meet her lover’s
eyes and inquire, Chakrani had already turned her around, and pulled her
forcefully in over the little table.


Their lips met and joined, locking together
with ardor and desire. 


Madiha felt Chakrani’s tongue slip into her
mouth.


Closing in, they shared a kiss as intense as
the dance behind them and lasting until the drums fell silent. Around them the
audience clapped and cheered for the entertainment, but Madiha scarcely heard
them over the taste of coconut from Chakrani’s mouth. 


Chakrani let go of Madiha’s tie, by which she
had been holding her neck, and their lips slowly separated. For a moment they
remained close enough to taste each other’s breaths in the air, as though they
would be drawn in to kiss again, but they exchanged grinning looks, and sat
back on their chairs instead, contented with the moment.


“You really have not changed since you left.”
Chakrani said. “I’m so glad.”


Madiha smiled warmly at her, wanting to
believe this was true, but she knew otherwise.


On the stage the dancers started a new set,
while Chakrani and Madiha emptied their glasses. They left a tip for the
dancers and vacated the table with a friendly farewell to Jabo. Outside, the
party that had been waiting all this time finally got enough tables freed up to
seat all of their members, and walked past Madiha and Chakrani on their way
out. 


They waved and wished them a good night.


Perhaps the peoples of the world were not yet
so mean and covetous after all.


But what they were, still, was tied down with
conflicts and duties.


Standing again by the waterway the two of
them peered down into the water. 


They were both quiet, and Madiha’s hands had
begun shaking. She was anxious. Chakrani stood by her side, warming her up,
sometimes resting her head on Madiha’s shoulder. Both were fresh off the
spiritual high they had achieved in the club, gently joining flesh within the
uproar of the drums. Perhaps any other night it would have led to more.


Madiha wondered what her lover was too shy to
ask of her now. 


In a way she knew. But she would have to
interrupt such fond thoughts. 


After a few minutes of silently counting the
ripples she saw on the river’s surface, Madiha finally reached into her back
pocket and withdrew a series of photographs. 


She got Chakrani’s attention and showed her
the pictures. 


Each image was incredibly crisp. 


Her father and a few other men seated at a
bar; drinks ordered; drinks passing between them. Bags traded; documents spread
open. At first, Chakrani did not understand at all. She seemed to think it was
a prank, but her face turned pale, and her her eyes drew wider open as Madiha
showed her more pictures. She grit her teeth and grew frustrated. 


Finally, she took Madiha’s hands. Her eyes
were starting to tear up.


“What is it? What is the point of this,
Madiha?” She shouted.


“This is evidence, Chakrani.” Madiha finally
said. She had wanted to say it in a way that captured some kind of empathy, but
her voice came out incredibly cold. Madiha silently cursed herself. What was
she doing? She felt like a stranger to herself, like she had no control over
what she did or felt. She withdrew the photographs. 


“Your father has been arrested by the KVW,
Chakrani.”


“Spirits defend.” Chakrani covered her mouth
as though to hold back from vomiting.


She took a few steps back from Madiha,
staring at her with fear. 


All that love and fondness between was
instantly annihilated in the span of a few minutes. Madiha had not done the
capture herself. She was just here to try to gather more information. That was
the sad fact of their date. Now she did not know whether it would have been
crueler to cancel the date entirely and tell her about her father immediately,
or to have gone along with it, and tried to have fun and exchange a kiss, and
maybe even share a bed, before confessing the awful news and finally slashing
apart their bonds.


“Listen, he is only in custody right now. The
KVW is investigating his case.”


“And by ‘the KVW’ you mean we,
right? You mean yourself, you’re part of it!”


She was shouting. Madiha raised her hands,
afraid that she would be struck.


“I asked to be part of it; I’m trying to do
anything I can to help him. He has been charged with something terrible; and
there is a wealth of evidence against him. But I’m going to do everything I can
for him, I promise you that, Chakrani.”


Her eyebrow twitched as she spoke. This was a
blatant lie. 


There was likely no helping him. And Madiha
had no intention to help him, and no desire. She hated him. Any good socialist
would hate him. He had taken several vacations to the neutral Bakor archipelago
lying partway between Nocht and Ayvarta. There he had given away valuable
information to Nocht. The State had trusted him; trusted him too much. 


 The
Anka fighter plane, the Goblin tank, the composition of the state forces,
defensive plans drawn up in case of border of conflicts, Ayvarta’s dealings
with Svechtha: all had been made an open book to Nocht. Chakrani Walters’
father, Georg Walters, a Nochtish man himself and a former capitalist who had
sworn to surrender their privileges and industry to the revolutionary
government; this was the man who had conspired with Nocht.


The KVW had made a perilous covenant with him
and his ilk, a gambit to end the bloodshed, and though the war had ended, and
socialism had been born and grown from it, now they found their faith in the
reformed bourgeoise had been repaid in this way.


But Chakrani couldn’t hate him. Madiha knew
she couldn’t hate him. 


She was his beloved daughter. Her father was
a Nochtish man, but she was a Zungu, racially divided but
fully born into Ayvarta. She was not bourgeois and she was not Nochtish. To her
there was no concept that this man could be different than her. 


It was impossible to her that he could betray
his people. 


She did not know that perhaps, she, and
Madiha, and everyone else around him, were not his people at all. She saw no divide; but he had
come from a different world.


Madiha felt all the colder, all the more
heartless. 


But she knew she was right.


Chakrani was speechless. Her legs shook, and
her knees looked about to buckle. She approached Madiha, and collapsed into her
arms, weeping profusely into her chest. 


She begged her to save her father. She begged
her to remember all those days that she was their honored guest, how they had spent
so much time together in their teens, how their love had blossomed. Madiha
continued to lie, to tell her it was ok. 


As time went on she had completely forgotten
the actual content of the begging, and the content of her own lies. She only
knew that Georg Walters was destined for a firing squad, and that Ayvarta was
destined for an internal clash. 


Every night since, Madiha was haunted by the
diabolical contrast between that wonderful kiss, and that treacherous exchange
of deceptions by the waterway.


She felt the chill of her own words in her
mouth every morning.


But the execution of Walters had been the
right to do. She never wavered on that. 










9th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030
D.C.E


Adjar Dominance – Bada Aso Region


9 Days Before Generalplan Suden Zero Hour


They kept chickens and a rooster in the
tenement’s backyard, and everyone could count on the latter to bring in the day
without fail. Ajith woke before the dawn with the crying bird, and he walked
out of his apartment with the first rays of the sun. 


He dressed in a pair of overalls and a dress
shirt, but over it he wore a traditional robe red and orange like blood
reflecting the sun, with tassels hanging from the cut. 


In order to work safely Ajith would have to
remove the robe, but he was sure that today was the start of his turn as
overseer, so he might get to keep it after all. 


From the tenement he followed the street up
to a corner where a green truck with a long, flat bed was parked, and he
climbed onto the bed of the truck and sat there.


A thin trail of smoke rose to the sky from
the front of the truck. It curled around the side of the truck, emanating from
the end of a cigarette. Ajith’s driver Chanta was an older woman, tall, thin,
with black skin and a lot of frizzy hair under a green cap with the crow logo,
symbolizing the regional worker’s council. 


They exchanged enthusiastic but largely
silent greetings. 


Both of them were tired. 


Thankfully weekend was coming, and they got 3
good days off this one. It alternated between weeks. Sometimes it was two days.
Ajith could take any time off if he wanted, he had worker’s protections,
everyone had; but everyone knew that if they just disappeared, work wouldn’t
get done. If he didn’t go mine, rocks wouldn’t come out; workers would get less
raw materials, he supposed. Everyone worked for the sake of everyone. 


Even the driver did too. She could take off;
but there’d be one less driver. And it wasn’t exactly a skill that was prolific
in Ayvarta, where most people didn’t have a car. Everyone worked to keep
everyone else working and fed. Everyone understood how the chain worked, and
they tried to show up for their job every day. Tired maybe, but ready to go. 


Ajith sure was.


So it was best for everyone that Ajith only
took it easy on the designated weekends.


From the adjacent tenements and even from
adjacent boroughs a slow trickle of other men and women approached the truck
over the next fifteen minutes. Once the truck was fully loaded, the driver took
her place, and they backed up off the street. 


Driving west, they stopped first at a civil
canteen, where a girl waited with a stack of prepared lunch boxes. She handed
them one by one, and people closer to the edge of the bed passed them around to
those farther back, until everyone had a box. 


Canteen girl waved them goodbye and wished
them a good day, and the truck was again on its way to its destination, a
quarry far away on the eastern edge of the Kalu hilltops, about two hour’s
drive from the city. A dirt road would take them there.


Almost everyone used the time to sleep more,
except Ajith. 


He watched the world roll by; the hilly
terrain rising, flattening, falling; the green grass and white dirt across the
landscape, colored like the cream of kale served at the civil canteen; gazelle
flocking to watering holes in the morning while lions slept. 


He even saw a tusker off the distance when
the truck rose further uphill. 


It was a bumpy ride, and too cold when it
began, and too hot as it ended! Nevertheless he enjoyed these moments of peace,
watching such a lush world unfold around him through the wooden frame of the
truck bed. He took a mental note of everything he saw. 


It would definitely inspire a few drawings
when he got back home in the evening.


Soon the truck veered off along a broad,
dusty, featureless stretch of pale rock. 


Ajith and his comrades worked at a limestone
quarry. Stretching out kilometer in front of them the terrain descended before
a stark, man-made escarpment, as though a knife had come down from the sky and
shaved away a chunk of the hillsides, carving a flat, rocky space. Their
handiwork transformed the landscape here. With explosives, they blasted all the
useless topsoil and got right to the limestone. Then they blasted the good rock
out, and worked the pieces for shipping to various industries that made them
into goods.


Everyone got off the truck, and got out to
work. 


For the driver, she would be switching
vehicles, until it was time to pick the workers up again. And as Ajith
expected, when he got out to the line of tents straddling the “safe zone”
outside the reach of flying debris, there was Shasra, one of the previous
overseers, a sprightly woman ten years his junior, to hand him the whistle and
the clipboard. 


In turn, she took the hard hat that was left
for him in the basket labeled “Ajith” that was just outside the equipment tent,
pulled out for the first shift workers. 


They would be trading duties today. 


In their country the workers all had their
turn managing, cutting, blasting, driving (if they knew how, or wanted to learn),
taking inventory, and so on; in this way they self-managed everything. They
even took turns sitting at the desks of the union council.


“You’re on Overseer duty, Ajji, from today
until 34th of the Gloom.” She cheerfully told him, adjusting the hard hat. “So
I’ll be out there blasting rocks for you. You better make sure everyone’s
working right! I don’t want to get buried just yet.”


“Ancestors defend, don’t tell me that on my
first day.” Ajith said, rolling his eyes.


“It’s just a joke! Don’t enjoy a little dark
humor? See, it works on two levels–”


He laughed and waved his hand as though
fanning away her words, and walked past her into the equipment tent. He had a
checklist of things to do, helpfully written in a curly, childish-looking
script by Shasra. Managing wasn’t as hard as he thought.


First he had to check equipment: he peeked
over the crates of stick-bombs to insure that they had not gotten wet, and
looked for the general presence of rust on the picks and the rock saws. Once he
was sure all the tools were fine, he would sign off on it to the other workers,
and they would come in and pick their things. Everyone patted him on the
shoulder on the way in and on the way out. It was sort of a joke to them. 


Every Overseer stood like a statue near the
tents while equipment was distributed.


After everyone had bombs or a pick or a saw
or a shovel, Ajith checked the water trucks. There were two, similar to the
transport truck, but with large containers to which hoses were attached. They
needed to be filled to a certain level in order to last the day. 


Water was essential for the cutting of stone,
and of course to keep everyone alive in the heat. Ajith checked and signed off
on that as well, and Chanta took a water truck and drove out to the escarpment,
the chiseled face cut against the hills. Ajith hitched a ride. 


For the rest of the day, he would be working
there: taking measurements, checking the rocks, making sure they filled their
quotas with the right size rocks that their contracts stipulated, and so on.
Barely cerebral work. It would go by quite easily, he thought.


Or at least, that was the plan; until the KVW
half-track drove in. 


Unlike their old truck, this was a big
powerful vehicle, meant for battle, with its face and the sides of its bed
armored against light firearms. Windshield and both windows had received some
kind of tint to block one’s sight of the driver and passenger. 


A tarp had been rolled across the top of the
bed, so the occupants could not be seen anywhere from the outside, save for the
dispassionate, black and red uniformed woman crewing the open-air machine gun
mounted atop the vehicle’s pintle mount.


Every head in the quarry turned over shoulder
to watch the vehicle drive in, and kept their eyes on it as a pair of
passengers walked out to the escarpment from the back.


“I think they’ll be wanting to talk to you,
boss,” Shasra said mischievously.


Everyone else took this visit as an
entertaining novelty, but Ajith felt a little nervous about it. The KVW always
claimed to be there for the workers, but he felt a great unease at any armed
presence. Whether wielded by folks on your side or against your side, guns were
guns. Ajith had been in the state army, for a few years at least, long before
it was split up like the Councils. After that he was in the reserve. He knew
what guns did.


As such he was always nervous around guns.


Two women left the vehicle and approached
him. 


Ahead was a taller, older woman, of obvious Umma ethnicity like Ajith
himself: she had skin so that dark it gleamed with sweat in the sun, a
convex nose, broad lips, and a lot of dark curly hair under her peaked cap. Her
uniform was the red and gold of an honored KVW officer, and displayed a few
ribbons proudly; it contrasted with the black with red trim uniform of the woman
on the gun mount, who was an average KVW riflewoman. 


Clearly this was the boss of the two: she had
a calm and serious expression, and she moved with confidence. She stood her
full height, taller than anyone around.


Behind her trotted the other woman, a little
shorter but still fairly tall, dressed in the green uniform of the state army
and the rare few uninitiated KVW forces. She was an Arjun,
the most numerous of the ethnicities in Ayvarta as a whole, but not as much in
the Kalu Hilltops and Bada Aso region. Her skin was brown, rather than black,
and her nose and lips were smaller and thinner, and her shoulder-length hair
was straighter. 


Judging by the honors on her uniform she was
a Captain, while the other woman was probably a Colonel or higher. These were
experienced, veteran officers.


Ajith drew their attention, waving his hands
and ambling forward to meet them.


“I’m Ajith Diaye. It’s my turn at Overseer
here in the quarry. How can I help you?”


“Inspector Chinedu Kimani,” the older woman
introduced herself, extending her hand to Ajith, and taking it with a strong
grip, “and this is Captain Madiha Nakar of the 3rd KVW Motor Rifles Division.
We would like to discuss a few things in private.”


A shudder traveled down his spine, but Ajith
kept his composure. 


He led the two women back to the tents, one
of which had a desk, a few filing cabinets, and an old radio unit that hardly
anyone used. It was the size of a clothes chest, and Captain Nakar sat on top
of it, while Inspector Kimani took one of the chairs. Ajith, behind the desk,
felt no more authoritative or prepared, only ridiculous, and quite anxious. 


Inspector Kimani looked at the discarded
things atop the desk, a dusty rag, a wooden clock, and crumpled up papers.
Ajith swept them off and sat down.


“So, let us discuss. What brings the KVW to a
limestone quarry?”


“It’s not necessarily the quarry.” Kimani
said. “We need to consult a local miner.”


“I’ll try my best to represent my fellow
workers, but know that I’m only one person.”


“I understand.” Kimani reached into her
jacket and withdrew a few photos. She put them on the desk for Ajith. They were
aerial photos of a military convoy carrying people and equipment up mountainous
terrain. Ajith recognized it immediately. 


It was a cave system in the northeast called
the Shetani Kinywa, demon’s mouth. 


It was a source of iron, but it was
dangerous. There were already open pit sites in Adjar and the unions in Bada
Aso had refused to work the Kinywa for years. 


In the photos he saw trucks and workers
there, all clad in military uniform.


“Battlegroup Ox is mining the Kinywa? I don’t
understand the point of that.”


Inspector Kimani nodded, and took the back
the photos, stashing them inside her jacket once again. “It’s a very rich site,
or so I’m told. During the Imperial days they completed excavation and had
access to significant ore bodies, with an even greater quantity projected to be
deeper underground. After the fall of the Empire the Kinywa went untouched.
There had been many deaths there, and even rumors of evil spirits and such
things – self-managed workers had rights now and they opted to leave it alone.
Nobody could force them to work the site any longer, and
so it was left to fester. The Demon’s Mouth, they called it.”


“Even if it was safer to do, it’s not worth
it. I remember that the unions around here have told the Regional Council in
Bada Aso as much. We’re working open pit sites right now that are yielding more
than enough of all kinds of ore to ignore the Kinywa.”


“Yes, and getting to the Kinywa and back is
difficult enough without hauling ore.” Inspector Kimani said. “However, that
has not persuaded the Council or Ox’s Army-level command. They’ve gone over
your heads and are working the mine alone.”


Ajith blinked at the way she phrased it. 


He had never quite thought of it that way. 


For himself and the other workers, and
probably for the union, it was not seen as a competition with anyone. They were
guaranteed work, after all, and wages; they had both right now. However,
hearing the Inspector saying it that way, it did feel as though a trust between
the Council and the Union had been violated by the mining of the Kinywa. 


After all, things tended to be done by
agreement between Councils and Workers. 


The Council had ignored them, gone behind
their backs, and recruited an entirely different, ill fitting corps of laborers
to do the work they had rejected. 


It felt very wrong indeed the more he thought
about it.


“We were heading to the mine to talk with the
soldiers and commanders there,” said the Captain, Nakar, from the back of the
room, “We would be going there this weekend, and wondered whether a
representative of the miners here could accompany us, and help us judge the
conditions at the Kinywa site. The KVW believes this project is a flagrant
abuse of power: soldiers are not miners, and it should have been implicit that
only miners should do contract mining work. So we find this project highly
suspicious.”


“I don’t really think it could be anything too
sinister.” Ajith said. He felt nervous again about this situation. This was
some kind of friction between the KVW and the Regional Council and its
military, Battlegroup Ox. He was in the center now. And yet, he felt a duty to
his fellow miners. “I had plans for the weekend, but I guess I can go.”


“We will compensate you.” Inspector Kimani
said.


Ajith accepted. They shook hands, discussed a
pickup, and the women went on their way. Their Half-Track disappeared behind up
the ramp out of the quarry site and behind the hills. Ajith resumed work,
telling everyone that it was all fine.


On the 11th of the Aster’s Gloom, instead of
waking with the sun, Ajith slept in a little, ignoring the rooster’s cries. He
left the tenement around nine o’ clock. 


A KVW Half-Track was waiting outside the
tenement to the bewilderment of everyone around. This time the gun was crewed
by a young, tan-skinned man but he had the same blank expression as the woman
before, making them almost eerily interchangeable. 


Ajith climbed into the back, where a squadron
of twelve riflemen and women sat along with Captain Nakar and Inspector Kimani.
All of the riflemen and women looked like they were daydreaming, with eyes
partly closed, and lips offering no indication of contentedness or dissatisfaction.
Kimani looked about the same, but when Ajith examined her more closely he found
her eyes much more intense, and her posture stronger.


Nakar on the other hand looked simply
depressed and exhausted.


Soon the Half-Track was off, out of the city,
past the Kalu hill-tops, joined by a Goblin tank along the way, for who knows
what purpose. The little convoy drove far north at top speed for several hours,
almost half the day, out to the edge of the Kucha mountains. They drove up a
steep, rocky road far up into the belly of the mountain, and found themselves
before a massive jagged opening, surrounded by sharp stone teeth on all sides.


The Half-Track parked, the rifle troops
disembarked, and they marched carefully toward tents set up at the edge of the
cave. Inside the jaws of the cave the floor slanted down for several meters
like a natural ramp onto an adjoining tunnel. 


One slip of the foot and the hapless worker
would slide down to the bottom and break several bones. Ropes and wooden
supports had been bolted down onto the rock to help navigate the ramp and reach
the tunnels down to the mining area.


While Captain Nakar and Inspector Kimani
bickered in a tent with a Lieutenant from Battlegroup Ox, assigned to oversee
the military labor in this site, Ajith and and half of the rifle squadron
examined the cave itself. Ajith was not an expert on underground mining, but he
could easily see the deterioration all around him. If Ox was planning to
renovate the place, they had not even begun. Lighting was dim, and the elevators
were old. 


Cranks and other mechanisms were rusted and
creaked loudly under everyday abuse. The elevator off the main tunnel led down
two tiers. While tight, the first one was manageable enough, with almost proper
lighting, provided a large diesel generator that had probably been disassembled
and then pieced back together in the spot. 


On the bottom tier they found the true
horror. 


From the elevator platform, a short tunnel
led to a stark void, into which miners dropped down with sturdy hopes to survey
the walls of what seemed like a literal bottomless pit. It was like opening a
gate to hell. Staring into that lightless pit, Ajith could tell why the place
was called Shetani Kinywa. The air was
thin, and he smelled something foul. Every sound echoed seemingly infinitely. 


Soon he found it hard to tell his
surroundings. 


He felt sick, and he begged the rifles to
take him back up.


Ajith was so dazed and suddenly ill that he
almost had to be pulled physically back to the top by the soldiers escorting him,
a task which they took to without even a twitch of the brows, their expressions
as stony as the walls. 


Above ground, Kimani and Nakar had taken
their bickering with the lieutenant out of the tents and into the cave.
Soldiers stood in the periphery, watching with unease, while their commanding
officer irascibly confronted the two KVW women. 


He was shouting, and gesticulating wildly
with his hands at the sharp stalactites around the maw. Kimani was shaking her
head and gritting her teeth; Nakar still looked simply exhausted and depressed,
with her head down and her clipboard against her chest, sighing frequently and
averting her eyes. Out of the crushing tightness and darkness of the tunnels,
Ajith felt like he could breathe and move again. His senses slowly returned.


Inspector Kimani and the Ox Lieutenant both
turned their heads from their argument to silently greet the new party coming
out of the elevator. Ajith stood under his own power, still a little shaken.
Captain Nakar sat back, and started taking notes.


“Thank you for your time. What is your
assessment of the site?” Kimani said.


Ajith caught his breath first, but he hardly
needed to think much before speaking.


“This place is very dangerous. I’m surprised
nobody has been killed yet. All the shafts need to be maintained or replaced,
and the supports are old and need to be reinforced. Those elevators haven’t
been touched in decades. Lighting is weak and dim, all of the torches need to
be replaced; no matter how new your generator is those lights won’t give you
any more glow. On the lowest tier there are people doing vertical mining almost
entirely in the dark, save for battery torches. Whatever amount of iron is
here, it’s not worth digging out. It’s endangering these people, who have no
mining expertise and nobody to train them. If I’m being called on to make a
suggestion from the Union, it’s to stop this now.”


“Sounds like a very convincing case to me.
However, Lt. Hako,” Kimani turned to face the mortified Lieutenant once again,
“it’s in someone else’s best interest to keep it running, isn’t it? This isn’t
about production or quotas or surpluses: it’s about the mining here going
directly into someone’s pocket. That seems like the only reason I could see to
be so adamant about digging here. With a mine this inaccessible, ignored,
rejected by the unions, and far away from the eyes of Solstice, you can do
whatever you want with the ore as long as you have complicit cronies overseeing
every step of the way, and a connected fellow at the top to push the product to
someone who wants it. Maybe Cissea; maybe Nocht?”


“How dare you!” Lt. Hako shouted. “Are you
accusing me of treason, Inspector? Is that the KVW’s task now, to seek after
paranoid delusions? It is impossible that any of us could have had dealings with
the enemy, and you know this perfectly well!”


Perhaps she did. Ajith thought it sounded
ridiculous himself. 


Perhaps it was just agitation? 


But the accusations did not shake Kimani at
all. Undaunted by the lieutenant’s growing wrath, she crossed her arms and gave
him a cutting look before speaking again.


“Answer me this then,” She began, “did this
quarry not once belong to one of the old
bourgeoise who switched loyalties
during the Revolution? Was it not part of Gowon’s portfolio? Is it not then
being reclaimed for him? Or am I mistaken about this theory?”


Quickly the lieutenant snapped back. “You are
mistaken, his family mines are in Dori Dobo! They supply his steel mills! If
you want to inspect his mines, go there and leave the Kucha alone, it is entirely
unrelated, he has nothing do with things here!”


“I guess we’ll be paying a visit to the
border then, to inspect these quarries.” Captain Nakar said. She looked up from
the ground finally, displaying some curiosity for the world around her. She
grinned wickedly. “So many things owned by a Major in the army.”


Suddenly the lieutenant went pale. 


He had, in his anger, given something away.
His body shook.


Kimani grinned. “Yes. Major Gowon will be
hearing from us personally about this.”


Nobody knew how complicit Lt. Hako was,
personally, in any of these misdeeds. However, everyone could tell from his
appearance and the shaking tone of his words that he was guilty. “Comrades, I
did not mean it in that way at all. Of course, the Major gave up his claims years–”


Kimani stopped grinning, and snapped her
fingers. 


Captain Nakar drew her revolver on the
lieutenant, aiming at him from where she was seated, on a rock a few meters
away from Kimani and him. 


There was a collective gasp among the
soldiers, but none of them intervened, not with the KVW rifle squadron in the
room. As one, the KVW rifles raised their weapons and stood in phalanx, facing
different directions in the room. Stray soldiers and military laborers held up
their hands and made obvious their surrender. 


Those with weapons discarded them
immediately. 


Ajith was in the middle of all this, stunned
to silence. Inspector Kimani, satisfied with how things proceeded, stepped
aside and gestured for the Lieutenant in charge to surrender himself as well.
“Lt. Hako, you’re under arrest for complicity in the misappropriation of funds,
aiding and abetting the exploitation of workers, and misuse of military
materiel. I would not resist if I were you. Madiha never misses a shot if she
has time enough to aim.”


“Perhaps you could testify about all these
things Gowon’s family has.” Nakar added.


Lt. Hako extended his arms. Kimani handcuffed
him, and the situation was thankfully diffused without bloodshed. Ajith sighed
and felt faint with anxiety.


Immediately, orders were given to gather up
everybody and begin dismantling the operation. All of the soldiers looked
scared and ashamed of what was happening. 


Ajith wondered if on some level they knew
that they were used for somebody’s benefit, and that taking part in the military,
they simply went along with it and followed orders. Or if perhaps all of them
were benefiting directly, with hidden perks for those who took special part in
these projects. He wondered what compelled these people to try to do this.


There was a lot Ajith didn’t know, and he
didn’t really desire to think about it. His experience was with mines. He
waited outside the cave until Kimani bid farewell to him, and ordered the
Half-Track be used to drive him back to Bada Aso. This would be the last he
personally saw of Captain Nakar and Inspector Kimani, but not the last he would
hear of the friction and conspiracy between the Councils. Soon, it would be
public knowledge. 










14th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030
D.C.E


Solstice Dominance – Solstice City Center


4 Days Before Generalplan Suden Zero Hour


Admiral Kremina Qote discreetly extricated
herself from the arms of Warden Daksha Kansal, leaving her lady love sleeping
soundly in the bed of their two-story house.


For many years they had covertly turned this
building into their nest, though it was registered only for Daksha and the two
of them barely lived in it: they mostly lived out of offices. In Admiral Qote’s
own situation, she lived mostly off various fleet ships.


Theirs was a humble house, in a small suburb
just off the heart of the Ayvartan political organism in Solstice Central. From
the side of the bed, Kremina could look out the window and see the People’s
Peak, the tallest building in Ayvarta, an office building where large meetings
were held. That was Daksha’s real home as Warden of the KVW.


They had agreed to be careful and discrete
about their love life. 


Still, whenever an important meeting in
the city pulled the Admiral away from her fleets in the major ports of Bada
Aso, Guta, Chayat or Tamul, she could easily take time to be with her lover.
Their love was older than the Socialist Dominances of Solstice that they had
started to build 20 years in the past. It could survive a bit of distance.


Before the sun rose, Kremina left Daksha a
little note, with sultry little things about the sex they’d enjoyed the
previous night. She donned her uniform, adjusted her tie, and tied her
long, half white and half black hair into a functional ponytail. 


Watching her lover sleep, it was difficult to
believe she was the leader of a revolution, the leader of a military force, the
rock around which an entire people had risen up. She had on such a peaceful
face when dreaming. Kremina could have looked at her all morning. But she threw
on her jacket, blew her a kiss, and left the room and the house.


She had an important task. Outside, a KVW car
was parked along the street.


A young man in a black uniform with red trim
waited outside the car.


“Good morning, Admiral. Where shall we go
today?” He said. His voice was near toneless as he opened the door for her and
stepped aside to usher her in.


“Revolution Square.” Kremina replied.


He nodded, and circled around the car back to
the driver’s seat.


Kremina almost felt a compulsion to tell the
young man that he saw nothing; that he would say nothing; that nothing of this
would be shared, that the privacy of her dealings with the Warden was
paramount. She did not need to. He knew. Her driver was a KVW agent. He was
expressionless, professional, a symbol of propriety and collectedness.


In the rear-view mirror, she briefly met his
gaze, and saw the almost imperceptible red rings around the iris of his eyes.
One could only see them if one was looking intently. In that empty-seeming
stare, was the mark of his loyalty. His training had been long and intense, but
in every way it had bettered him. He knew no doubt, no fear, no imprecision,
and no disloyalty. It was what he wanted; and what he received.


For him, it was impossible to betray Kremina
or Daksha. It had been guaranteed.


“Would you like to listen to the radio,
Admiral?” He asked.


“Put on something traditional.”


The Agent turned the knobs on a large box
installed on the front panel of the car. From a large speaker on the front of
the box came the sounds of drums and communal chanting, backup instruments.
Kremina sat back in the cushioned seats, closing her eyes and letting the music
take. When a song she recognized came on she would sing with it. Foreigners
liked to reduce the sound of Ayvartan music to the smashing of drums: but from
the radio a complex sound came, with wind and xylophone instruments, and even
string melody. 


Most Ayvartan traditional music was played by
many people, who both sang and played at once, producing a choral effect. It
was the music of a community.


“Mark my words, someday all cars will have a
radio.” Kremina said.


“If you say so; it was an expensive addition
to the car.” The Agent replied.


Kremina smiled. “But don’t you love it?
Having music for a long drive?”


“It did help with the waiting, once I had
read all of my newspaper.” He replied.


“Ah, I apologize. I was inconsiderate to you
in my rush to meet the Warden.”


“It is fine. Had I undergone another mission
I would still have had to wait in front of someone’s house or in front of some
other facility. It’s in the fine print for my work – ‘as a KVW driver, you will
wait outside many exotic places with your car’.”


Kremina burst out laughing. KVW Agents could
surprise her, despite everything.


While the music played the car left the
suburb and turned a corner onto one of the streets around the City Center,
leading out of the borough. Aside from a few public trolleys and private cars,
the vehicle roads were uncrowded and easy to navigate. 


Leisurely the driver took them around the
Center, and a few blocks up to the next borough, closer to Revolution Square.
Despite its importance and significance, this Park was not built in the Center
along with the rest of the apparatus of government, but rather in the place
where the first battles of the Revolution had been waged.


Solstice was known as the First Great City;
but it had actually been built during the Ayvartan Empire. Underground, much of
it was that old still. During the Empire a water system had been built to
draw from sources to the north and east of the city that still worked quite
well. All it had required was a change to modern kinds of pipes. 


Above the surface Solstice was
undoubtedly one of the most modern cities in the People’s State. Heavily
rebuilt since the revolution, it was dominated by concrete buildings with clean
faces and tiled, vaulted roofs. Smooth new concrete streets and asphalt
roads linked the blocks and boroughs and districts of the city. Trees had been
planted in recesses set into the rounded street corners. Parks and theaters and
large, communal eateries and marketplaces had been raised where once stood the
palaces of the aristocracy.


Much of the capitalist excess had been
destroyed, though some of those buildings remained, re-purposed as museums,
containing artifacts of the revolution and aristocracy; or as hostels, if they
had enough rooms. Solstice was transformed according to science.


Some remnants of an even older past remained
as well. As they drove into Gita, the borough adjacent to the Center on the
north, they passed by the Our Lord of Mercy Messianic Church, a monolithic
building, retained for its historical significance. 


All of the intricate carving in the exterior,
and the design of the interior, everything had been carved out of one stone. It
was a piece of grey, looming history that was left untouched even as Messianic
worship declined across the Socialist Dominances.


From the church the car moved onto a
connecting road flanked by trees and green pitch from another nearby park that
added color and recreational space to the city. 


Without the obstruction of buildings Kremina
easily saw the massive walls that surrounded the city, almost fifty meters
tall, providing a ring of defense that had never been penetrated from without:
during the Revolution the KVW took it from within.


Brutally so.


Seeing the walls always briefly brought to
mind the planning that she taken part in, so many years ago, when the
Revolution began to grow like wildfire across a few days.


Solstice had been the goal of the
revolution and the first place to fall.


Then came the deadly task of holding on to it
and expanding.


There were several assets that came into play
then. Of course, the walls; but also the wide Qural River that hugged that
flowed from the north, curled around the east of the city, straddling the
walls, and slashed farther east and south into the depths of the desert.


Due to the river, Solstice was an oasis in
the middle of the Red Desert, and supported by the farming villages in the
fertile north that supplied it with the food it required, the city stood as a
fortress against the loyalist southern Dominances that resisted socialism. 


It had been bloody and horrible fighting
across several years since those deadly first days in Solstice. She had been
largely removed from its most abominable battles.


After Solstice was taken, Admiral Qote never
again had to fight a battle herself.


 Kremina felt a bit of guilt about it still, a
twenty-year old guilt. 


She had planned many operations that
annihilated her own people. Logistics was her strong suit. She had hardly picked
up a gun to fight with her comrades.


Sometimes she wondered if there was really a
point to what she did, if she served a useful purpose. What did a planner bring
to the Revolution? What did a middle aged woman who was good with numbers and
organization offer to the people’s struggle now? On what authority could she
possibly organize other people to kill each other; what made her more qualified
than they, to organize themselves? To decide to kill others?


She shook her head, shaking away those
thoughts. 


Everyone had doubts, nowadays. 


It felt like a difficult wind had been
ceaselessly blowing their way, and she did not know anymore whether she had
secured a victory all those years ago, whether she had gotten what she wanted,
what the people wanted. She was 50 years old. Back then she had not thought
that she would live to see her work cracking before her.


Now she had lived enough to see political
friction in Ayvarta, and she was driving to see if after nearly two years she
could potentially settle some of it. The Revolution had ended in the death of
the Empire, but also in a compromise between its remnants and the people who
had fought them. While the bloodshed ended, and socialism was ultimately
established, it insured that factionalism from within could in the future
resume.


She was becoming increasingly aware that she
lived in that future now.


Her driver caught her attention, taking her
from her reverie.


“We’re here ma’am.” He said.


They drove up a street adjacent to Revolution
Square, and the Agent parked the car astride a bench. He waited there, picking
up a new state newspaper from a nearby box.


 Kremina dismounted and ambled across the green
grass in the largely immaculate park, toward a monument in its center. It was a
massive statue of a Hydra, the symbol of the revolution. This multi-headed
snake represented the operation that turned Revolution into Civil War: across
all of Ayvarta, rebel cells ambushed and killed several high-ranking Imperial
officers, decapitating the army. It had required supernatural coordination.


Today, the Hydra bit off no heads; rather it
loomed over a lanky man with very black skin and cropped hair, and a flat,
broad nose, dressed in a blue suit with a red tie. 


He waited for her with a folder full of
documents under his arm. 


When he spotted her, he left behind the
shadow of the Hydra and they began to walk around the park. There was little to
see: the park was a memorial, a square of trimmed grass surrounding the Hydra
statue and its plaque, and it had very few places to sit or rest.


So Kremina and the Councilman, Yuba, simply
walked around the periphery. Yuba offered her a cigarette, and she declined. He
put it away. They procrastinated for a moment.


Kremina had wanted him to open up. 


He had called her, so she had wanted to see
his initiative. But he was timid. All of them were, ever since the Special
Order had gone a few weeks ago. 


Nobody had expected the KVW to take such an
action. 


It was one of the few actions they could take, anymore.


Now they were all afraid. It reminded her
again of the revolution, where whispers of a coming death had made the once
boastful and proud aristocrats of the Empire quiet and reserved, and kept them
trapped in their homes for fear of retribution. The KVW had no such thing in
mind for the Councilman, but he and his ilk seemed to have jumped to the same
conclusion. They were always ready to see conspiracy around them.


Ever since the real conspiracy of a few years
back, they saw it everywhere.


“Is there anything specific you wanted to
discuss, Councilman? I’m a busy woman.”


Yuba pulled his cigarette out again. This
time, he lit the stick, and took a drag.


“I was hoping we might be able to begin to
reconcile some of our recent differences.” He said. Yuba spoke as though he was
reading a note to her. He delivered his lines without pause, but they had no
conviction behind them. “Your Warden’s Special Order has the regional councils in the
Southern Dominances worried. They tell me they had been trying to complete
several important projects; now they are afraid to move forward. They don’t
know what your aim is, and I have heard you have already dispensed justice on
your own.”


“That we have. And I disagree with the
importance of those projects, and the methods by which they were carried out.”
She said, speaking back to him in that same dispassionate voice which he used
on her. “We have ample evidence of corruption among the southern councils and
military commands. Oversight is sorely lacking in the former rebel territories
and the self-managed unions will suffer in the long term if these ‘projects’
run unchecked.”


Yuba replied quickly, as though he had
studied her reply before she even said it.


“Admiral, our enforcement authority is
stretched, especially in the outer Dominances. Adjar is a long way away. We are
beginning to move over uncertain territory and we are up against the limits of
our authority on certain matters. We didn’t want to infringe upon regional
councils that know their territory best. We assumed good faith.”


“That’s understandable.” Kremina said, though
with an obvious hint of frustration creeping in. “You fear becoming a tyrant,
but now you are just too soft. Your civil governors and your military
commanders are bypassing the unions and taking resources for themselves, and
making development decisions that are outside their scope. This is deeply
troubling to me and to the KVW, as stewards and guarantors of the people’s
will.”


Kremina was selling it light. 


She went so far as to believe that they were
traitors, outright. 


She suspected that they were selling
materials in some kind of black market. 


How far up it went, she did not know; but she
knew the governors and military commanders at least in the Adjar Dominance were
making some kind of personal profit at the expense of the people, and misusing
military personnel to do it. While characters like Gowon shuffled soldiers
between odd jobs they had no right to do, their borders were undermanned, and
readiness was criminally low. Something was not right here.


But saying all of this would have simply
upset the Councilman. 


He would have called her a radical and an
extremist and started shutting down. So she undersold it. Unlike her lover, the
Warden, Kremina knew when not to be too blunt.


Yuba, however, seemed ready to be defensive
regardless of what was said.


“These are serious concerns, Kremina that we
simply were not prepared for–”


Kremina shook her head at him in disgust and
interrupted him as gently as she could.


“You were more than prepared. When we sat
down and made concessions, when we traded back and forth between the powers of
the state, the powers of regions, the powers of the people, when we stitched
together what became Ayvarta; I told you that the faction of Collaborators had to be watched, and had to be
understood to be a dangerous element.”


You was a strangely broad term between them. Much
of Ayvarta’s policy happened in the legislative chamber, the Civil Council,
which then reached agreements with the regional councils of its Dominances, and
with the Unions of the working people.


There were essentially three factions in the
Ayvartan state government. 


After the Demilitarization acts and the split
of the Council into two Chambers, the Military and Civil Councils, the Liberals or
“in-betweeners” and the Collaborators held the most
power in the Civil Council. Because the Military Council couldn’t enact Civil
Policy (and lately was blocked even from Military Policy) it was down to the
Liberals and Collaborators. There were smaller factions, remnants of the
“Zaidi” faction who were labeled “militarists” and shunted to their own place,
but they hardly mattered.


Kremina meant specifically the Liberals: more numerous than Collaborator-aligned bureaucrats
and lawmakers in the legislative chamber, and they could be swayed to many
positions. But it was increasingly difficult. The KVW and their few council
allies were called the Hardliners by their peers,
especially after Demilitarization was enacted.


This situation arose over twenty years ago. 


While it was quickly clear that the Empire
was defeated in the first year of the Revolution, war between its old
Dominances continued for a year more: 2009 to 2010 saw some of the bloodiest
fighting. Low level insurgencies stretched from 2010 to 2015 as the budding
government asserted power. Only the defection of the Collaborators and their
incorporation into the Civil War ended the war totally and definitively.


And yet, Kremina always got a bad taste in
her mouth when she thought of the concessions they made to them. They accepted
socialism in the streets in order to save their lives. Food for the people,
housing for the people, all good; so long as, behind closed doors, there was a
legislative process that could potentially be manipulated, and a bureaucratic
apparatus they could jerk around, and the notion of possible “reforms.”


Yuba, who came out of that process, saw
things very differently, of course.


“As far as the Councilfolk from Shaila and
Adjar have told me, their Unions were overstretched; not everyone wants to
work, and especially not everyone wants to work in dangerous jobs like mining
and chemical labor. The Councils acted on their initiative.”


“I disagree fundamentally that a lack of
workers exists or is an acceptable excuse, and that the use of military labor
in their place is any kind of acceptable work-around; and furthermore, that’s
not the only problem here with regards to the use of military personnel.”


Yuba nodded. “So you’re also here to protest
demilitarization as well.”


Kremina shouted. “Of course! I can understand
that you do not want the military creating civil policy. I empathize with you,
having been a girl under the Empire. But taking away our ability to influence military spending and military policy is
ridiculous!”


“We have not done that! As you’ve shown with
your Special Order, you can still—”


Kremina interrupted him. “That’s not enough.
We are the Military Council! The People’s Army during the revolution was the KVW. Yet now the
Military council seems to have almost no bearing on the military! We control
only fragments of it!” 


“You control what you wanted to control!”


“Because we had no other choice! You voted to
have us divided this way; and the state
army upon whom you
lavish millions more shells worth of funding hasn’t progressed in quality or
readiness in five years; and the KVW can’t even inspect the
materiel it misuses or outright loses from warehouses without scandal.”


“The only reason there is scandal is that
your inspections completely ambushed us! Kremina, there is a process, and there
would be no scandal if you followed process!”


Yuba looked weary. He certainly hated this
argument. He saw himself as a friend to the Military Council, and to Kremina
and Daksha. However, he always felt like he had to argue in favor of written
policy all of the time, and he took it upon himself to defend the law as
gospel. Kremina did not hate Yuba, but she found him horribly frustrating.


She sighed deeply and rubbed a hand over her
own face. “So you’re telling me that your Councils can collude with the
Regional Military to create a ghost workforce whenever they want? And unless we
tell them ahead of time, so that they can pack up all their operations and
pretend to be innocent, the KVW cannot intercede in these affairs.”


“That is unfair, Kremina. You’re taking a
fatalistic view of it.”


“And you’re taking too permissive a view!
This is another way the Councils have privilege over the people’s unions and
workers. I’m stepping forward to end that privilege.”


“I have seen how you’ve stepped forward, and
I cannot agree with it.”


Kremina closed her fist in subtle anger. Of
course, that’s what he would balk
at.


The Councilman raised his hand a little to
interrupt her speaking.


“You agreed with us that after the Akjer
incident that corruption in the government and military was present and that it
had to be investigated, rooted out and prevented in the future. We didn’t want
another Georg Walters who could pretend to be one of us and walk out of our
council meetings and right into Nochtish association. So we made proposals.”


“You made
proposals, and you forced them on us!” Kremina shouted. 


Yuba continued talking over her. “We acted
democratically. We carried out plans. You were there! I want to know if you are
willing to make that commitment again. We can do right by the people and create
order, rather than instill chaos. Do you agree?”


Kremina scoffed. She crossed her arms over
her chest. 


Perhaps this was all well and good in
Solstice and in the north and east, the Dominances like Chunar which had
supported the Revolution from the get-go. 


But it was different in the Southern
Dominances like Adjar and Shaila.


Those governments had initially supported the
Empire.


Without the defection of the collaborators
they would likely still do so.


Perhaps in their own way they still did even
after all of that.


Five years ago, Kremina would have trusted
the council. Now? Never again.


“You and the Council went wild and used the
fight against corruption to push all manner of atrocious reforms on us. We only
agreed because we were outvoted. We had lost the reins of power the moment we
cooperated with you in good faith. So you ask, am I willing to undergo that
process again? No. I’m not willing to be fooled again.”


Councilman Yuba looked shaken again by her
words. 


“We did things democratically–” He began to
whimper.


“Yes, yes, you outvoted us in the vote to
strip our voting power. Very democratic. I’m sure it is no coincidence that the
larger, more populous Southern Dominances and their Collaborators got proportional representation
weeks before the fateful vote.”


“What’s done is done and sarcasm seems hardly
helpful here.” Yuba evaded her eyes.


Kremina scoffed. She pointed forcefully at
him, returning to the previous matter.


“You must at least agree to investigate the
claims we are making!” She shouted.


“We are! We are investigating. We are
investigating in the way that is legal to do.”


She knew exactly when an impasse had been
reached, and there was nothing she could do now but to push at him. Kremina had
very limited power. The KVW no longer had the ability to draft or even to vote
on laws, and their suggestions had been falling on deaf ears or been actively
undermined for years now. She only had one resource here. 


The Special Order had deployed the KVW’s
armed divisions across Solstice to inspect the work of the relatively new State
Army and its constituent Battlegroups: with this action, she hoped the Civil
Council, the far stronger half of the bicameral structure to which Yuba
belonged, would take notice and feel pressured to reopen the issue on
Demilitarization.


 She
saw the pressure building, but legislation had yet to come. 


However, she had no powers right now other
than to frighten the Councilor, so she stayed the course. She could play with
his fear and the fear of the Southern regions.


“I would have loved for the Warden to not
have to spy on your councilors and military commanders to sort out corruption
and treason,” She said, grinning a little, picturing her own face contorted
like that of a venomous snake tasting the air, “but I’m afraid that is not our
current material reality. Five years ago we dealt with a rash of degenerates
who sold our country and people out to Nocht. Substantively, those traitors and
the people with authority in this country slowly cease to seem like separate
entities.”


Yuba pulled on his tie a little, like
Kremina’s words had started to choke him. “I agreed five years ago. I agreed
with you during Akjer; and I have tried my hardest to bridge the wishes of your
people with our own. I thought we agreed back then and right now.”


“I’m afraid we don’t. You think that by
actively uncovering corruption, the same way we did five years ago, that we are
the aggressors now. I don’t know what to think about how your perceptions have
changed. While you stand there berating me, our enemies have begun making
demands of us, threatening us; I thought we had a common foe here.”


Councilman Yuba readjusted his tie once
again, and shook his head in frustration. 


She would have loved to know what was
happening in his head right then: why the things that made so much sense to her
were like air, passing through his ears, around his brain and back out the
other end. Perhaps the Liberals were no longer any different from the
Collaborators. Perhaps they never were any different. Kremina sighed.


“Then it appears it is intractable.” He said.
“I hope we can speak again soon.


Kremina smiled at him, and shook his hand as
they readied to part ways.


“I understand. May the ancestors guide you to
the correct path, Councilman.”


Kremina watched him disappear into his own private
car, and felt like shooting him.


She wished back then, when the Council had
proposed reforms, she had acted more strongly. After all, the KVW had killed
all the traitors. What more reform could there be?


Trying to minimize bloodshed had hurt them
back then; perhaps even further back.


Perhaps the Revolution should have gone on
longer and been more brutal.


Even if the killing had dragged on for two
years more, perhaps they should have kept fighting until all the opposition was
buried underground. Perhaps there was simply no reforming them. Perhaps she had
been naive. She had helped end the bloodshed by believing that the people
fighting her could be agreed with, could be settled into a fair system for all.
Though her people now had homes, and they ate every day, and they lived freely,
slowly and surely she thought she could see their life endangered, from within
and from without. She wondered if two more years of revolution, and a few
million more of the right kinds of corpses, would have made Ayvarta a more
united and secure place today.


She wondered if she should have died in the
fight, rather than the negotiating table. 










25th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030
D.C.E


Solstice Dominance – Solstice City Center


7 Days Since Generalplan Suden Zero Hour


Everyone was still reeling. On the 18th of
the Aster’s Gloom, the world had changed.


There were people among the KVW who foresaw
an invasion, but it was an abstraction to them. It was a subtext in the
behaviors of their national neighbors that was not ever thought to mean “within
days, there will be foreign troops on your soil.” 


Now Admiral Kremina Qote was dealing with the
immediate aftermath of a foreign invasion. Their borders had been shattered. In
Adjar all military forces had fully retreated, opting to preserve their
strength for a final apocalyptic duel in their one modern stronghold, the city
of Bada Aso; and in Shaila, Battlegroup Lion fought every engagement they
could, and ground to dust. Tukino was a foregone conclusion, and Knyskna would
be next to fall.


The Nocht Federation, the seed of capitalism,
had finally made good on the veiled threats, the saber-rattling it had begun
before the ashes even settled on the Revolution.


A bright spot had gone mostly unnoticed at
first: Madiha Nakar still held Bada Aso.


Kremina had been surprised to hear the name
again. She felt a complex series of emotions toward Captain Nakar: shame,
guilt, relief, hope. Nakar had a complicated past with them, moreso than she
knew. When she heard of Kimani’s decision to hand Battlegroup Ox to her in the
wake of Gowon’s execution she understood it perfectly.


 Kremina and Daksha had immediately ordered
Nakar be promoted to KVW Major in order to properly command Battlegroup Ox in
Gowon’s place. 


While the Council had been shocked by the appropriation
of their forces by the KVW, they did not make it an issue with the Warden or
the Admiral. Had they done bickered openly in a time of crisis it would have
been farcical and draining on morale.


There were still whispers of discontent, but
they were just that.


Now everyone was faced with the chaotic
reality. 


The Civil Council debated their strategies,
including potential diplomacy with the hated enemy; Battlegroup Ox and Lion
were largely left to conduct the war as their independent commands saw fit; the
KVW quickly took stock of their options, of their future and role in this
conflict, and their independent divisions joined in the fight where they could.



Meanwhile Solstice was in the midst of a
great confusion, as the relationships between its frayed governments hadn’t the
time to heal before the fighting began.


Everywhere the air carried a crippling doubt.



Would the Councils divided fall to Nocht?


In the morning of the 25th Admiral Qote woke
uneasily with her face over a stack of folders atop her desk in the
Commissariat of Naval Affairs in the People’s Peak. 


Despite being Admiral of the Navy, as a
member of the KVW and Military Council a lot of political information ran
through her office in general, so she was working several jobs in it. She was
not sharing a bed with Daksha through this crisis, although she desperately
wanted to. She wanted those strong arms around her, wanted, selfishly, a night
spent in desperate pleasure rather than hours of fitful sleep over a desk. 


From the moment she woke she was on the
phone. 


She remembered that an evacuation report was
due, and she rang up Transportation. 


At the other end of the line, the man at the
transportation department hurried to give her numbers. She was cautiously
optimistic. In Shaila 60% of the population had been evacuated; in Adjar, 40%,
but it was to be expected since Nakar never fought delaying actions in Adjar
before Bada Aso. So far so good; it wasn’t a total disaster.


Broken down, the numbers were a little more
hopeful. 70% of heavy industry, including 90% of military-related industry, in
Shaila had been evacuated thanks to the delaying actions of Battlegroup Lion.
With Ox in full flight, only 50% of industry escaped in Adjar, but that which
could not be taken had been successfully destroyed. 


In the end 80% of industry, one way or
another, had avoided falling into Nocht’s hands. 70% of agricultural product
had been withdrawn from Shaila, and 50% in Adjar. The Adjar numbers were a
little deceptive, however, because Madiha Nakar had ordered that food in the
Bada Aso region be stockpiled to support the fighting, and that amount was not
“lost” yet. Civilian numbers, however, were less rosy. Focus had fallen on
crucial resources, and only 40% of ordinary civilians in general had escaped the
fighting in time.


Kremina pressed the tips of her fingers
against her face, rubbing her. 


She was pale, pale even for her, sickly. Her
head was pounding. From her desk she withdrew a pill bottle, and swallowed dry
a small white stimulant drug.


She waited until its effects kicked in.


Phones rang nonstop across the building and
the chattering over them was like a song dedicated to their dire situation.
People ran through the halls, there were never not lines of bodies moving
across her door, and the stomping of their feet was ceaseless. 


Never since the elections five years ago had
Kremina witnessed so much activity in the building. Even the initiated KVW
agents, constituting the overwhelming majority of her staff, acted with a
frenetic, anxious pace that betrayed a hint of fear, one that would have never
shown on their impassive faces. From the orderlies to the officers everyone
worked in a mute panic, as though by their effort they could sway the battles
being waged.


Over the next few minutes Kremina’s head cleared,
and she felt more alert.


A doctor assigned her the prescription days
ago when she broke down from shock.


Across the room she heard a tapping sound and
raised her eyes from the desk. 


At the door was an older woman, smiling
gently at Kremina. 


Long-haired and dark-skinned, tall and
broad-shouldered, slight hints of crow’s feet and those amber eyes that seemed
to glow with life. A radiant character, a goddess; this was the Daksha Kansal
that Kremina knew. She closed the door to the office behind her, and leaned
over the desk, brushing her lips on Kremina’s own, holding her chin, caressing
her neck as they kissed. It was too brief, the sensation gone too soon.


“How are you? You haven’t had any more shocks
have you?”


Daksha was worried for her. They held hands
over the desk, fond of each other’s touch.


“No, I am fine. Thank you. How are things on
your end?” Kremina said.


“Coffee is the only thing flowing through my
veins at this point.”


They locked eyes, knowing that they each
shared the same confused mix of emotions: joy and passion, trepidation and
despair, anger and helplessness, all mixed into one. 


The chaos that had stricken their land seemed
only to amplify the longing they had to be together and open. When Solstice was
attacked; if Solstice was attacked,
could they die together, holding hands? Or far apart, never knowing what became
of the other? 


These personal worries joined the
professional and patriotic crisis burdening their minds, and to silently hold
hands and quietly empathize was all they could do to endure. 


Kremina and Daksha were the two
highest-ranking, most powerful people in the armed forces, the Warden of the
KVW and the Admiral of the Navy, connected enough to speak for the other
organizationally. Terribly in love; but with an equally terrible fear of making
that as public as their titles. Could they make their union known in these
conditions?


Daksha was the first to let go; she was
always the more focused, blunt one of the two.


“I’ve called for a meeting with the Council.”
She said. “I’m going to confront them.”


“I see.” Kremina said. “I figured you would
do so eventually.”


“I need you to be there with me. Someone has
to be there to look sane.”


Kremina grinned a little. “Of course.”


“Glad to have you with me.” Daksha said,
caressing Kremina’s cheek.


Several hours later, much of the Council was
arranged in a meeting room on the third floor of the People’s Peak, a circular
room with a sunburst painted on the roof. It was thought to keep people
focused, but that was a bit of theoretical psychology Kremina did not trust.
She had seen more than her fair share of dozing in this room. It was a fateful
place for all of them. Five years ago, she had failed miserably to stop part of
the sequence of events that led to their situation. As she stood in this room,
surrounded by these people, with Yuba at their head, it felt too much like the
unforeseen Demilitarization vote that Kremina had lost. She carried that guilt
with her whenever she stepped inside.


And yet, Daksha still relied on her. They
stood proudly, side by side under the doorway.


“The Council is honored to host the Warden of
the KVW and Admiral of the Navy.”


A gavel sounded, stricken against the table
by the Republican Guard, special police that were assigned to protect Council
meetings and other political events. 


Odd as it seemed, the calling was procedure,
even if Daksha had instigated the meeting. Whenever it met, it was the Council
that called to order and called for guests to appear before it, and never
acknowledged to be the other way around. Kremina pulled a chair away from the
table and sat, while Daksha remained standing nearby.


She never wanted to sit with the Council, and
they played along.


“The Council acknowledges Daksha Kansal.
Please make your statements.”


“Enough with the formalities.” Daksha said
brusquely. “Are you really planning to open diplomacy with Nocht? After they
invaded us in an undeclared conflict that has already claimed thousands of
lives, and climbing by the moment?”


The Council was silent. Its members seemed to
struggle to offer a reply.


“All options are open to us to end the
bloodshed.” Yuba bravely said.


“The KVW categorically refuses diplomacy with
Nocht! I will talk with Nocht once I have ground their bodies to powder and
summoned their wailing spirits, and I will ask them if they have gone to Hell,
for surely it is where they belong! That is my conviction!”


As one the Council members shook their heads
and grasped their faces.


“If this is going to be the tone of this
meeting we will have to adjourn.”


Just off Yuba’s side at the head of the table
was a man much older than anyone around, ten years even Kremina’s senior.
Arthur Mansa, a native Ayvartan and a speaker for the Collaborator faction,
a big, thick, powerful-looking man with a heavily weathered face, a thick gray
beard and a last ring of frizzy hair around his otherwise bald head. 


He had lived to serve the Empire, to serve
capitalist industry, and finally, to extend his life, he had even committed to
serve socialism. Yet he had never been at gunpoint. His faction in Adjar had
been one of the few militarily successful parts of the anti-communist
opposition. Yet, they were the first to come willingly, to lay down arms.


After the flames of war turned to smoke, he
was one of the men at the negotiating table with the least demands on the
communists. Always the most pragmatic, the most reasonable. He conceded much
and requested little or nothing in return. He was an old patriarch, somehow
still alive in a new society. Kremina was wary of him.


“You can run away all you like, that won’t
help the situation.” Daksha replied to him.


“I have never run away. I have always acted
under the law of the land.” Mansa calmly replied. “I have always respected the
rulers of the land. That is the utmost bravery. You have been carrying out
extrajudicial justice, killing those inconvenient to you, so that you do not
have to face the criticism of your peers. I will repeat for our comrades: she
has sanctioned extrajudicial killing in our land. She performs this barbarity
without fear.”


Warden Kansal was visibly irate, pushing her
fist against her chest and screaming. “Extrajudicial? What is extrajudicial is
your tolerance of cronyism and exploitation! You who allow your councils to go
above the labor unions, using our soldiers to appropriate material and extract
wealth in secret! These people went above my command
and slashed training times, cut resources, illegally transported viable
weaponry to be “serviced” Gods know where, disappeared materiel, likely to be
sold in Mamlakha or Cissea or Bakor or the Higwe; they have betrayed our
fighting men and women! Death is the most merciful punishment they could have
gotten! They should have faced a freezing Svechthan gulag!”


She swiped her arm in front of her and
pointed her finger across the table.


“And you, you come here in this time of war,
to defend them? To defend Nocht?”


“I’m not defending Nocht. You’re losing
control again Warden.” Mansa replied. “Be reasonable to us. You have demonized
us from the first, but we have gone to great lengths to try to reconcile. These
old feuds have no bearing on our current problems.”


Daksha gritted her teeth as though she were
biting Mansa’s flesh between them.


“This all happened under your pathetic watch!
Isn’t it convenient – the ‘Civil’ council controlled by collaborators who
supposedly renounced capitalism and made a show of their conversion to
socialism to survive the revolution, and here you are twenty years later. What
do I find you ignoring? What do I find, growing like mold under the edifice
this revolution built for the people? And I’m the
radical, the criminal? I’m the one shunted to a seemingly powerless ‘Military
Council’ whose actions are deemed extremist? To hell with all of you!”


Admiral Qote crossed one arm over her breast
and raised a hand over her face, unable to keep her eyes on the scene. Several
council members seemed to turn to her to control the Warden, but she had
completely abdicated the discussion.


“I have always known your true character! But
it has never been more open than now.”


Mansa sighed. “Is ad hominem what you
convened us for, Warden? This is childish.”


Daksha laughed, an angry, bitter, hateful
laugh.


“I’m through with all of you. Summon me again
when you are ready to fight Nocht.”


In the next instant Warden Kansal snapped her
fingers in the air.


It was a much louder sound than it should
have been, as though echoing across the city.


At once, the Republican Guards police saluted
her, and left their position behind the head of the table. They walked around
the edges of the room and departed, their expressionless faces betraying no
hint of emotion, no hesitation. 


Council members stood up, as though expecting
an attack, but they noticed that in the adjacent halls, the police and guards
were all leaving the building, making no threatening move. Confusion reigned
over the meeting for several minutes. 


Warden Kansal and Admiral Qote said nothing. 


Eyes darted between the two women and the
halls as the trickle of police and guards seemed to leave the premises
entirely, headed spirits know where, all marching in step. Out the window,
councilmen and women could see police and guards leaving all of the nearby
buildings in the City Center, joining an eerie parade in the middle of the
street.


“What have you done, Warden? Is this a coup?”
Yuba cried.


Kansal laughed and clapped her hands. “Is
that what you fear so much, Councilman? Is that why you turn your backs on our
people, and give up to Nocht? No, you pathetic coward. I am recalling all of
the KVW. No longer will I defend you or be complicit in your actions. This
includes Police, Republican Guard, the Revolutionary Guards, the Navy, and 10
divisions of independent KVW troops. We will fight Nocht as much as we can
without you. I will not seek to overthrow you. We have agreements and laws – a
couple regrettable ones, to be sure, but I will not violate them. Our people
need stability. They need to know that the structures that have cared for them
all these years remain intact. I will uphold that.”


She turned around and walked out of the door.



But before leaving, she looked back into the
room at the stunned council. 


“Like I said, when you want to fight Nocht,
you know where I am,” she said and then she joined the great march of the KVW
agents, as they took to the streets, having been given an inviolable command to
vacate their positions and return to where their loyalty truly lay. The Council
stood in silence, watching from the windows as the parade vacated the City
Center. Kremina pushed up her glasses and stayed in her seat. 


This had come as a shock to her as well. 


She had not foreseen that Daksha would use
the contingency. 


It was no wonder that she had aggressively
lobbied for the conditioning of the Police and the Republican Guard five years
ago. It not only protected the state from traitors: it gave her a prop for this
sort of theatrics. Few people knew, but the KVW agents’ training instilled
loyalty to the KVW first and foremost; and not just to the state.


On that table, however, there was one man who
had gone unmoved. Mansa.


He was still staring at where Daksha stood,
and where Kremina sat.


“Admiral, you know your last hope is Bada
Aso, correct? That is why you sent her.” He said. “She is the last hope of
legitimacy that you possess. We are all watching her. And we do not intend to
let you use her again as you have before. I intend to speak with her when she
returns, if she returns. You will have her by your side no longer.”


Kremina did not reply. She grinned lightly,
adjusted her glasses, and acted cryptic. When the meeting was adjourned,
she stood up from her chair and left, wondering what made Mansa so sure
that Madiha Nakar would side with him.


Perhaps it was his old stubborn foolishness.


Or perhaps it was his true colors.










8.  Stoking Hell’s Fire


 










20th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E, Morning


Adjar
Dominance — Bada Aso Region, Foot Of The Kalu


 


Madiha found herself suspended in a void.


A dim and invisible light source allowed her
to tell her own body from the infinite darkness. She sat, alone, in a
soundless, mostly sightless place, holding her legs against her chest. An
enclosure around her forced her head bowed, her legs squeezed in, and her arms
locked tight. Her enclosure seemed to turn around her, and sometimes a corner
would scrape her head, or an edge would brush against her legs. She was trapped
in an invisible, moving cage. It was only big enough to hold her body, and not
even her actual body.


She was a child inside the moving walls.


She was the androgynously-dressed little girl
who passed beneath the notice of the guards in the city of Bada Aso to deliver
key letters between the ideologues who would eventually overthrow the Empire;
the child who would eventually be taken to the capital to see the start of the
Revolution. To take part in it. Perhaps even to cause it.


Her heart was gone. In its place there was a
candle. Her only light.


She felt it burning in her child-like chest.
She was a child of the Revolution.


A child who was exploited; they used you
until your flame was dead.


Her body started to grow. And the flame blew
out. She was entirely in the dark. She felt her legs growing longer, her arms,
her back, stressed against the gyrating walls. She was being crushed. Who
exploited her? She didn’t remember anything about a flame, anything about being
used. Her memories of the Revolution were vague. She was so young; she didn’t
truly understand the death she saw. Skin brushed against the enclosure, pounded
against it, stressed, ripped, bled; her body was her adult body, and it
compacted. 


She felt bone breaking and flesh splitting.


All of that death; she had forgotten it. She
forgot that she caused it.


You had a spark of the World Flame. Your
spark burnt so powerfully that the shine was seen through your eyes. But
Warlord, your eyes don’t shine over the battlefield anymore, not like they used
to. They used your spark to start their revolution; they burnt through all of
you. That was not the conflict you were born for. 


Now you are a shade of your true self. You
will lose your destined battle.


Madiha started to choke. She could see a
figure outside the box, watching.


There was a figure outlined in the darkness,
featureless, sexless; all at once naked and in leopard bands and in in uniform,
brandishing a club, a shield and a throwing spear, a rifle. When the all-being
spoke it did so in a hundred voices at once.


You would not be the first. Many of us
failed. All of us died. History went on.


As Madiha choked to death in her little box,
the figure looked at her without pity.


At least, you are remembering a little now.
Maybe you will die fighting.


Screaming, she woke, but only halfway. 


Everything was rattling and moving and dark. 


She was in the half-track, laying in a
hammock tied up to the tentpoles holding the roof tarp, but she had no way of
knowing this. She was trapped in a terrified haze. 


She shouted, and cried, and flailed her arms,
trying to pry apart that box which had held her. Memory of the box and the man
dissipated, but the physical sensation of her prison seemed fatally real now.
Suddenly she felt a multitude of hands reaching out and touching her, holding
her, and she heard words, but whatever was being said her ears did not pick up.
All sound was drowned out in a sharp whistling, and all sight was a blur.


“Madiha!”


Parinita’s light brown face appeared before
her like the moon on a clear night. 


Her gentle features and her
strawberry-colored hair came into focus, and her voice rose above everything
else, annihilating that horrible world from which Madiha had somehow escaped.
She was like a spirit in the flesh, glowing in the dark, her innocent face and
soft hands seeming to reach into Madiha’s very being. 


Whatever rotten thing had latched onto
Madiha, those hands had ripped it from her. Her touch registered in
Madiha’s senses, and she stopped struggling.


She was not trapped in a box anymore, she was
not choking; she was in the radio half-track, driving to Bada Aso for that
fateful battle that she had ordered everyone to prepare for. All around her
were the impassive faces of KVW rifle troops. Though they wore very deadpan
expressions, she could tell they were worried by the intensity with which they
stared at her, and the hesitation in their normally decisive and confident
movement. 


Having served with the KVW for so long, she
was used to the way they behaved by now. They were even easier for her to read
than Parinita, and “ordinary” people. Parinita’s proximity, the softness of her
expression, Madiha found it hard to understand anymore.


“Are you alright now? Were you having a bad
dream?”


Though she knew that Parinita meant well, the
way that she offered her sympathy rattled Madiha. It made her feel like a child
running from nightmares. 


An Ayvartan officer, commanding an army group
with tens of thousands of soldiers, crying in her sleep, weeping as she woke
from a dream. As the content of her dream began to waver and become lost in the
fog of her mind, Madiha felt more foolish receiving Parinita’s sympathy than
she felt relieved. However she made no show of emotion. 


She nodded cryptically and stood from the
hammock.


“Did I say anything in my sleep?” She asked,
wiping fibers from her uniform.


“You moaned a little at first. I went to
sleep;; then I heard you groaning and begging.”


“Begging?”


“It’s what you sounded like to me. Like you
were pleading.” Parinita said.


Madiha shook her head. “I see. I apologize
for disturbing you.”


“It’s fine.” Parinita said. She smiled. “I
will pray for sweeter dreams.”


“I will pray for gods to actually answer.”
Madiha replied, grinning a little.


She looked across the blank expressions of
the KVW rifle troops around her. 


They nodded their heads and sat on their
benches again, leaning on their rifles and against the walls, understanding
immediately that they were not to relate this event to anyone. Battlegroup Ox
was already confused and demoralized enough; if in addition their replacement
commander, whom they had been essentially coerced into accepting, was already
breaking down in her sleep from shell shock, their fighting spirit would
plummet.


For better or worse, Madiha had to present a
strong front from now on.


Until the sun came up, Madiha rested in her
hammock, but she no longer slept. 


She felt a strange burning sensation in the
back of her eyes, and though she tried to remember the exact content of her
nightmares, it was beyond her grasp. 


Knowing nothing was a familiar situation to
her; in a way she knew nothing about herself first-hand. There was a stranger
living in this flesh, and she did not know whether that was her, or someone
else. Yet despite living with this insecurity for so long, it was always newly
disturbing to realize the gaps in her existence.


As soon as the dawn came, the half-track
slowed to a stop off the side of the road, and one of the KVW soldiers traded
places with the sleepy driver. Two other soldiers disembarked with a toolkit,
and together they checked the tires and refilled the fuel. 


Parinita started making calls on the radio
again, and her staff continued the difficult work of imposing order and
efficiency on the scurrying elements of Battlegroup Ox, and organizing them to
effectively carry out Madiha’s sweeping defensive plans. 


Their work for the moment largely went on
without the merest hint of oversight from their new commander. Madiha stepped
out for a moment, settling down beside a withered old tree by the side of the
road and catching a breath of air untainted by exhaust. She felt a tingle
across her body, as though still seated against the shaky walls of the
half-track.


Though she scratched her skin and scraped
against the tree, she could not relax.


It grew into a discomfort in her own flesh
that was familiar and disgusting. 


She shook a little, feeling overwhelmed by
the touch of cloth against her body, feeling trapped and tight. But even if she
shook off her clothes it wouldn’t be enough: she couldn’t shake off her entire
flesh. Her breathing grew a little labored and she remembered her mantras and
her meditation therapy, and distracted herself from the anxiety by taking in
the landscape. There was a strange comfort in the vastness and openness around
her.


Between Dori Dobo and Bada Aso the terrain
was flat and broad, covered in wispy grassland and a few sparsely wooded
stretches. Strong winds began to blow from the north, and the skies were cloudy
and foreboding. Despite the dismal weather, Madiha was easily captivated by the
surroundings. There was a monumental green landscape stretching before her, with
the edge of the Kalu Hilltops on the northeast, gently rising, and Bada Aso in
the distance to the northwest, a long cluster of buildings rising to block her
view of the coast.


She had spent the most significant years of
her life in Bada Aso, and she had seen the terrain from so many angles. She had
arrived to the city, starting from the rural southwest at Dori Dobo; she had
come from inside the city and headed northeast to Solstice, across Tambwe
straddling the foreboding mountains, and past the desert; and she had returned
to Bada Aso, moving southwest again. She had left it and then returned to it
from the Bakor isles. From every compass direction, it seemed, she had seen her
city and its surroundings.


Familiarity never bred boredom; Bada Aso
seemed new with every visit.


She cast eyes behind herself now, trying to
focus on the movement of people. 


It was an alien sight sometimes, to see
others moving under their own power, existing apart from her. In a way though,
this made them their own landscape in Madiha’s mind. She could watch them and
keep herself calm. She could track them, the soldiers changing tires, the
soldiers hauling fuel, the ones eating rations, the ones cleaning their rifles.
Seeing them carry out their business without being under her power was
strangely calming. 


Soon Madiha’s suffocating anxieties had
dissipated completely – for now.


Far as human landscapes were concerned, the
one about to arrive at Bada Aso dwarfed anything Madiha had ever witnessed.
Behind her was a convoy of thirty vehicles, many of them civilian trucks
borrowed from local unions. Several such convoys, each with their own dozens of
vehicles, traveled on different roads and paths, evading potential pursuit and
aerial reconnaissance, ferrying the tens of thousands of soldiers that they
would need.


Those soldiers who had been in a position to
do so took the trains in their cities or towns and rushed ahead to Bada Aso and
established themselves outside the city.


It was a massive undertaking, and even these
measures did not cover all the men and women and their equipment. Many soldiers
rode on tanks, bikes or even on horses. 


Fuel was plentiful, though it far outstripped
the supply of vehicles. Being able to run their fuel supply ragged was the one
advantage that Ayvarta definitively had over Nocht, who received most of their
fuel from Lubon or the Higwe dominions. Ayvartan trains could run nigh-on
endlessly, and the trucks could drink heartily, in a way that their pursuers
could not afford. They could run and run; but Madiha only ran as far as Bada
Aso.


Her beautiful city; she had finally returned
to it.


Sadly it was to witness its destruction.


All of the vehicle crews went through their
own paces, and many found a few things to fix. Their stop dragged on a little.
As new tires were rolled out, engines oiled, tarps adjusted, Parinita walked
out to Madiha, having completed her radio calls. 


Since they had met two days ago, Parinita
seemed to be tackling everything with a lot more energy than Madiha expected.
Her skirt had gotten a little bit dusty in the truck, and she had tied her
long, wavy, and increasingly messy hair up into a high, charmingly arched
ponytail. In her hands she had a piece of paper, shaking in the wind.


Madiha could see furious scribbling all over
it, including the margins. 


For a secretary, Parinita took some
incredibly untidy notes.


“I’ve got good news, and bad news! But I
think the good news outweighs the bad!” Parinita jovially said. She withdrew a
pair of glasses, lightly cracked from the battle they survived at the border,
and perched them on her little nose.


Madiha sat up from leaning against the tree.
“Bad news first.”


“Glass half-empty kind of woman, I see?” She
said, cocking a grin.


“That doesn’t even make sense.” Madiha
replied. “Tell me the news.”


Parinita waved her hands. “Just trying to be
personable! Anyway here goes; the Regional Council at Bada Aso is displeased
that the KVW has taken command of Ox, and they would like to have a word about
it with you once you get to the city.”


“Ring them up again and tell them I will meet
them soon, but I have other plans first.”


“Besides that, I have a lot of good news.”
Parinita said. She sat down beside Madiha on the tree, legs up to her chest,
and with her head resting on atop of her legs. Looking up at Madiha, she
continued.  ”Okay! Evacuations are going well in north Adjar. Despite
objecting to your command, the Civil Council followed your evacuation orders
completely. I wager because Inspector Kimani also called Solstice yesterday and
they yelled about it. So the retreat to Bada Aso is going about as well as it
can at the moment.”


“I notice you didn’t mention the Center and
South.” Madiha said.


Pulling her legs in even closer, Parinata
shook from side to side in childish distress. “Hmm. I guess I undersold the bad
news. But in a way, this is good news too. Nocht’s forces are advancing slower
than expected because they’re moving to capture and consolidate the resources
we have been abandoning pell-mell as we retreated. We received messages in
secret from the police in Dori Dobo and Hajal that Nocht was moving in slowly.
Yesterday they hardly even tried to catch up with us. Instead they went for
whatever industry and agriculture didn’t make it out, and they swept around it
quickly.”


Madiha sighed. “I thought they would
prioritize differently. Since they aren’t chasing us, this means they want to
capture the port cities to use as bases for the war effort.”


Parinita nodded. “Yes. Unfortunately, we were
unable to destroy or evacuate as much as we wanted to before they grabbed it.
Thankfully none of it is fuel production. All of that is farther out, past
Solstice and down the Horn of Ayvarta and all of that.”


“Agriculture helps them though. We could’ve
stretched their food supply.”


“We did what we could.” Parinita lifted a
hand from off her leg and patted Madiha in the shoulder. “It’s a miracle we
managed to evacuate anything at all with just a few hours notice. For the
circumstances, we’re as well off as we can be. Now we have time to plan.”


“I’ll take your word for it. You’re good with
organization, aren’t you?”


“Gowon seemed to think so. As quick as he was
to make me the idiot and toss me under the cattle to the Inspector, the old
fool never spent a second organizing supply schedules, drafting response plans,
or considering emergency policy. That was all the staff, under my direction.
Not to brag or anything.” Parinita fidgeted with one of the temples of her
reading glasses. “I always worked diligently. Gowon was hardly ever around. He
would just tell us to research and write reports and organize fact sheets and
maps. We developed the rhetorical and factual backbone of his ideas. I never
thought he could be doing anything bad. I never analyzed it. I just wrote
reports and edited plans and military papers.”


“It’s not your fault.” Madiha said. 


Major Gowon, the previous commander of
Battlegroup Ox, had been complicit in a lot of dirty deeds. Parinita’s staff
had likely helped him, unknowingly, to realize a lot of projects that would
have been unfeasible without the data and planning resources available to a
military branch. He was suspected of smuggling arms out, likely for Nocht to
study and take apart; of helping to hoard away silver and pushing iron and lead
across the border into Cissea through his family’s old mining company, with
which he had devious pull.


Now he was dead. 


They would never know the true extent of his
crimes. 


She hoped Parinita would not have to bear the
weight of that sin now that Gowon’s head was sprayed across a white wall in an
old warehouse on the now occupied border.


Madiha gave her a weary smile. “Parinita, I
appreciate your help. I’ll have to rely on you a lot from now. This is my first
big command. But hopefully I can give you better direction where it counts. I
would like to work closely with a good staff.”


Parinita smiled back. “I’m already feeling
more confident, Captain!”


“I’m glad. And I have a curiosity, if you
have a moment to spare.”


“Alright.” Parinita said. 


She appeared puzzled by the request, but she
innocently accepted.


Together they stood off the roots of the
decayed tree and walked a few paces around the trunk. Madiha pointed Parinita
towards a cluster of trees in the distance, some twenty or thirty meters away,
taller and greener than the one nearby. 


In other countries, the Aster’s Gloom was the
first of the ravages of cold: but in Adjar there were always plants in bloom.
Fruit grew prominently from the branches of this little grove, and it was
plentiful and large, and its yellow and red gradation of colors helped it to
stand out from the green leaves and gray bark of the trees.


Carefully, so as not to cause Parinita any
fright, Madiha withdrew her sidearm, a fairly small revolver chambered for the
7.62mm x 38 caliber. Parinita looked even more confused at first, but Madiha
just wanted to give her a little demonstration. She gently drew her attention
to the grove again and asked her to to cover her ears with her hands.


Holding the weapon with both hands, Madiha
aimed and pulled the trigger. Parinita watched the grove in the distance. In an
instant, a lone piece of fruit, severed from its branch, fell from one of the
trees and into the patchy grass below it.


“Now I want you to try it.”


Madiha took Parinita’s hand and deposited the
weapon on her palm.


“Back at the border, you were shooting that
BKV rifle; your stance was not very good, but I could see some potential. I’m
wondering how accurate you could be in a more relaxed setting. Nobody is going
to interfere, so take your time and line up the shot.”


Madiha closed Parinita’s fingers around the
weapon.


Parinita began to stutter. “I c-c-certainly
can’t land a hit like yours!”


“I never miss what I am aiming; but I’m
telling you, I think you can do it.”


There were ulterior motives, but Madiha
certainly did feel she would be able to do it.


Standing behind Parinita, Madiha instructed
her on a better posture for target shooting. 


She patted Parinita’s legs gently, coaxing
her legs closer together, and bending her knees just a little; she pulled
Parinita’s arms, which she had fully extended with the weapon, to a more
relaxed position, so she could retract and extend more easily; and she taught
her how to hold the revolver with both of her hands. Three fingers and thumb
around the grip, index finger along the frame, and her off-hand over the main
hand with the thumbs together on the side of the weapon opposite her shooting
finger. Parinita’s hands were a little shaky, and when she fired her first
shot, she hit the trunk of the tree.


“Don’t be discouraged.” Madiha said. “Try
again.”


Madiha stood close by her and helped Parinita
to align the gun’s iron sights and to properly aim at her target. All the
while, however, her mind was on other matters entirely. Back at the border,
Madiha knew that she had seen through the eyes of a soldier, and that she had
subconsciously improved the aim of a gun team firing on the Nochtish assault
guns. 


This was no dream, she remembered it
perfectly. 


She had not passed out or had a shell shock
episode; odd as it sounded, she knew that she had left her body behind entirely
and occupied another mind. Though the sensation was all but gone from her
memory, Madiha knew that she could do it again. 


She had to coax out this strange ability.


Ever since she was little, Madiha had never
missed a shot she took. 


That much she remembered.


If somehow, she could make the aim of her own
soldiers that good, it would be a coup.


Once again, Parinita aimed and fired. 


She hit a branch this time and shook the
fruits upon it, but nothing fell. No direct hit on the target. Parinita slumped
a little and breathed quickly. “I’m just no good at this. Guns make me a little
scared. I had a bad score with weapons in basic training. I’m thankful for the
instruction; I just don’t see the point of it. I’ll never be able to hit the
fruit like you can.”


“Simply relax and focus.” Madiha said, as
gently as she could.


She said this just as much to herself as to
Parinita. Dealing with something fully unknown, Madiha turned, begrudgingly, to Dhyana. It was part of the
prescription for her anxiety and shell shock. Meditation was the only thing she
felt applicable to this situation, and she felt comfortable tapping into it, so
she controlled her breathing, relaxed her body as much as she could, and tried
to separate her thoughts from her self. 


Standing eye to eye with Parinita, her hands
loosely holding the woman’s waist and arm, Madiha tried to clear her mind of
thought, to try to rip herself from her body again. 


Of course, the objective was not the same. 


Her meditation focused on overcoming her
anxiety and the stress she suffered. She had projected herself outward and
tried to find some measure of peace around her to quiet the palpitations of
shell shock. Meditation helped her extend her conscience. She felt Parinita’s
pulse through their close contact, felt the warmth of the woman’s cheek against
her own. She felt the outside. But she could not just waver off into the
landscape now, vanishing among the grasses; she needed to slip into another
person’s consciousness.


Parinita fired again. Madiha thought she felt
as though one shaking flesh with her.


“No good, I missed again.” She said. Her
words had grown hazy.


Madiha did not even see what she had hit this
time. She closed her eyes.


“Parinita, I know you were a head secretary,
but what was your rank before?”


“I was non-comish.” She stammered gently.
“Chief Warrant Officer.”


“C.W.O Parinita Maharani; I believe in you.
Try it one more time.”


It was the rank. Rank and name; that is how
Madiha understood the people around her; that was how she related to them, how
her consciousness sought out their own. That was how she entered their minds.
It was a hierarchy; that was how she controlled them.


This alien realization, this almost inhuman
thought, was what propelled Madiha’s power. She was suddenly out of her own body
and staring over Parinita’s shoulder, and she was staring over her own shoulder
as well but with ghostly, detached eyes. 


Somehow she was inside Parinita and out of
her, while also inside and out of herself. 


Was this how those false spirits and
ancestors and gods were supposed to act and feel? 


She viewed the world perfectly as though
through any ordinary lens, and she felt as free to move about the landscape as
she ever had. But she felt veins, tendrils, appendages of some sort that seemed
to connect her to everything around her, so that her touch could reach far
beyond her body. Subconsciously those strands of thought with which she touched
the world took Parinita’s arms and steadied them, took her eyes and guided
them.


Parinita aimed and fired once more with
confidence. A second fruit fell from the tree.


Madiha, both Madihas, however many Madiha;
all of her distributed consciousness heard the gunshot. She felt a burning pain
the back of her eyes and a rushing sensation, as though blood was about to
burst through her sockets. Madiha’s projection raised her hand to her eyes, and
found them covered in blood, hot blood as though freshly boiled in a kettle,
burning her avatar’s hands, gushing through her avatar’s brain, causing an
alien agony.


Everything started to spin, and all of the
tendrils of thought retracted as though into a ball or a knot. Her extension
cut off entirely. Though she once glided over the world like a god in the
limited space occupied by Parinita, now she was shocked back to frailty.


No longer could she sustain the ghostly
warlord. 


A sudden pain forced her into retreat.


Once more, Madiha knew flesh. For a moment
she was as dazed as when she woke in the morning, her arms letting go of
Parinita, her feet shaking, her body taken from her own control. Beside her
Parinita celebrated as though nothing happened.


“Did you see that? Wow! I did hit it!”
Parinita said. She turned toward Madiha and threw her arms around the Captain
in elation. “Incredible! I feel incredible, Madiha!” She held Madiha’s
shoulders at arms length, and staring at her Captain’s confused, numbed,
awkwardly expressionless face, she looked suddenly quite conscious of her
impropriety. 


She lifted her hands from Madiha’s shoulders
as though they were poisonous, and stuffed them into her pockets. “I mean, umm,
Captain! Thank you for instruction, Captain!” She saluted stiffly and averted
her eyes, standing like a comical statue.


Once more, Madiha knew control. As though her
spirit had fully filtered back into her, the pain subsided, and the fog
clouding her mind was gone. Around her the world stopped spinning. Realizing
her situation Madiha mustered a quick smile.


“I told that you could do it.” She said, a
little slurred. Her voice recovered slowly.


Parinita held her salute stiffly. “Yes sir; I
mean ma’am! Yes Captain ma’am!”


They heard someone approach from the other
side of the tree, and turned their heads.


“Major, you mean. She is a Major now.”
Inspector Kimani said.


The Inspector hung back from them, leaning
against the trunk of the dead tree and lighting a cigarette after addressing
them. She had her peaked cap in her hand, and the red and gold jacket of her
KVW Officer uniform was half-unbuttoned. 


Kimani evoked no exceptional feeling when
delivering the news. 


She spoke in a serious and factual voice that
was hard to ascribe any emotion to. Everything she did seemed purposeful and
planned. It was though Kimani moved through history with certainty. Madiha
could hardly meet her eyes. She felt quite beneath her.


Kimani seemed comfortable enough leaving the
news to hang in the air.


She continued to smoke casually in front of
them.


“I was promoted?” Madiha asked, trying to
draw further reaction.


“The Warden herself declared it and called
me.” Kimani said simply.


“Is it so I can more appropriately replace
Gowon?”


“Yes.” Kimani replied. “Among other things.
You deserve it. Feel proud.”


Major Madiha Nakar, Commander of Battlegroup
Ox.


It was a contested title, at the moment. But
something about it still sunk hard into the pit of Madiha’s stomach, causing
her to feel heavy and sick when she thought about it too much. And yet she had
a plan for it, for Battlegroup Ox, for everybody in it. In the span of a few
minutes she had begun to draft it, and over the past day she had fleshed it
out. 


Now it was official, it was on paper, and her
staff knew all about it. 


Everyone was preparing for it already. 


Bada Aso, the city of her childhood, where
she first learned of revolution, where she first found love, where the broken
pieces of her heart and mind and soul had been painfully picked from the bloody
earth and affixed again: she would turn it into Hell.


Three of them stood there, Inspector Kimani,
Chief Warrant Officer Maharani, and Major Nakar, silently exchanging glances,
waiting to get back into motion, with the city far away in the background. They
would be the architects of this Hell.


Engines growled behind them, and exhausts
coughed gray smoke into the air.


“Looks like the convoy’s ready.” Kimani said.
“Let us depart then, Major.”


“Right.” Madiha said. “We’re taking a little
detour. Have the rest of the convoy stand by outside Bada Aso, but do not enter
the city yet. I don’t want any more potential panic or political friction.
We’ll be going to the Svechthan barracks, instead.”


Kimani nodded. She took a final drag of her
cigarette and then stepped on it.


“Yes ma’am.” She said. She saluted her.
Madiha found it a very bittersweet response. She was in power now, and Kimani
could no longer protect her, neither from the scrutiny and ire of others, nor
from the vacillating images of her forgotten past.










20-AG-30, Noon


Adjar Dominance — Bada Aso Region, Kalu Coastline


 


Battlegroup Ox, under Lt. Purana’s overview,
assembled outside of Bada Aso to gather their forces and await any updates on
the political situation. 


Madiha had given them instructions to await
and support incoming elements, and if worse came to worse and they were not
allowed into the city, to establish a preliminary battle line out of it.
Meanwhile Madiha, Kimani and Parinita took their own small convoy of half-track
trucks farther north, past Bada Aso and further along the coast. 


Kimani’s half-track was in the front, leading
two other trucks with Parinita’s Battlegroup Command staff. Even as they drove
they were assembling information and making necessary contacts on the radio to
smooth over Madiha’s grand defensive plans. 


Near the front and the tail of the convoy
were two smaller trucks, each with a quad-mount 7.62mm machine gun assembled on
its bed: these linked machine guns were their only recourse for anti-air
defense should the Luftlotte begin raiding the city and countryside. It was a
poor defense, but it was all they could muster at the time.


Madiha worried that she had left too much
work behind to Lt. Purana’s unproven divisional staff. Mobilizing the troops
and handling what was essentially the front line, or as close to one as they
had, was a monumental task to give the relatively green troops of Battlegroup
Ox. But Madiha had work for her own staff that had to be completed soon. 


So they drove, and they drafted, and even
Parinita couldn’t take in the countryside passing them by, her face deep in tables
of organization, warehouse manifestos, projected industrial output. Madiha had
delegated everything as best as she could. 


Her own work was for the moment disagreeably
political. 


She had to round up allies, and she had to
coerce skeptics.


However, the drive allowed her to stare out
into the open and take in the view.


Built across a gentle rise in the terrain at
the foot of the Kalu Hilltops, straddling the coastline and the Umaiha River,
Bada Aso was a major port to the Core Ocean, and even as war approached the
city there were still fishing ships and merchant vessels visible on the open
sea. It was a beautiful city, and Madiha loved every moment she could spend
simply staring at it, burning its pristine condition into her mind. A rail hub,
a hive of industry, a port, a place of culture, of history, of romance. Bada
Aso was so much to her.


Yet along with these fond thoughts was the
military mind. 


Her plan would destroy the city.


Past the limits of the city the terrain on
the Kalu along the coast began to rise a little more sharply, and soon Madiha
could look to the distance behind them and see the port extending from out the
cover of the northernmost city buildings. 


There were several massive ships docked. 


Madiha would have to remember to ask Admiral
Qote about them. Any kind of firepower available in Bada Aso had to be used for
their advantage. For the next few days, she would have to assemble a war
machine to defend the city. Her role as both savior and destroyer weighed
heavily on her, and even as she stared along the empty green and blue it
haunted her. She had always found her emotions difficult. Now they seemed
impossible.


“Major! I’m sorry if there was something on
your mind, but I need your opinion–”


Thank the spirits for Parinita! She and Madiha
quickly went to work together on breaking down Support Battalions in each
division and how best to reallocate them for Ox’s needs. It was utter drudgery,
and felt relatively pointless. Ox’s organization was a mess: 8 small Regiments
per Division with no Brigade structure was unmanageable and impossible. She had
to make it work somehow. It made a good tonic for Madiha’s depression.


Several dozen kilometers they drove
along a steep cliff on the edge of the continent, until it gradually sloped and
descended into the rocky berm of a very long beach. Straddling a few more
kilometers of rainforest just off the shoreline, they found a complex of
scattered groups of long buildings, arranged four or five a block surrounding a
broad square field.


 Madiha
opened a slit in the Half-Track’s armored bed and spoke with the driver, giving
permission to approach the base. A strange flag flew from a raised guard post
just outside the entrance arch to the fenced-off camp. It was white and blue
and had red rock in the center; nothing like the flag she knew, with its hammer
and sickle and black hydra.


At the gate, the half-track was recognized
from afar and quickly greeted.


“Dobroe tovarich! May I take
a look in the back?” said a guard with a heavy accent.


Parinita snuck a peek through the viewing
slit to see the guard, but couldn’t see anyone at all from it. Madiha turned
her around to the back of the truck. There a rather small individual had come
to inspect them. He waved amicably and made an effort to climb aboard. Parinita
looked taken aback. The person inspecting them was a Svechthan. 


He was smaller than everyone in the truck,
but fairly slender and well proportioned to his size. Parinita looked like she
had never seen anything like him in her life. He took a quick head count,
exchanged a few pleasantries with Madiha half in his language and half in
theirs, and stepped off the truck, clearing them to pass. They drove deeper
into the camp, and a few other equally small-seeming men and women waved them toward
an unused parking spot near warehousing blocks for the 1st Joint-Training
Corps.


“They’re like little dolls!” Parinita said,
her hands raised to her cheeks.


“Don’t say that aloud, you fool.” Kimani
hissed.


Parinita turned red in the face and made a gesture
to cover her mouth. But she still had a mischievous look in her eyes. All
around them there were more Svechthans coming and going about their business,
and Parinita watched them like it was a show. 


Madiha was very well acquainted with them,
but to an Ayvartan who was not exposed to them, certainly they seemed a
whimsical people, being very soft-featured, and pale like snow, with flowing
hair of exotic, icy shades and that matched their white and gray-blue military
uniforms. What most people tended to focus on was their height, however. They
were proportioned like adults, but rather small ones altogether compared to
other folk.


Hailing from the harsh frozen north, where
food was scarcer and the sun all but vanished for months at a time, Svechthans
had adapted their size. Adult Svechthans topped out at around 155 centimeters
for the truly rare tall folk among them, and stopped growing at 145 centimeters
on average. Average Ayvartan men and women tended to settle at about 170 to 190
centimeters; Madiha was about 185 centimeters tall, and Kimani 192. At 176
centimeters or so, Parinita was quite taller than all of the Svechthans around
them. 


It was a very visible and striking
difference.


Madiha could see how Parinita might feel as
though among fairytale folk. Despite the best efforts of both people to
cooperate, and despite the great debts of friendship they owed, they were still
somewhat rare sights to one another in their respective lands.


“Don’t stare so intently.” Kimani scolded
again. Parinita sighed heavily.


“We’re headed for the main barracks over
there. Try not to be rude.” Madiha said.


“I’m not going to be rude!” Parinita said,
flustered. “Just little surprised is all!”


Despite its name the 1st Joint-Training Corps
was actually a professional and fully-trained Svechthan formation deployed to
Ayvarta, composed of a Tyazhelyy (Heavy) Division and a Pekhota (Infantry) Division. There were
over 20,000 people in this complex, largely Svechthans, taking part in harsh
weather training and other exercises that suited the Ayvartan climate and
geography. The Svechthan Union was a very cold and gloomy nation and found the
heat and constant sunlight in Ayvarta very unwelcoming. 


Since each found the others’ homeland to be
difficult terrain, the two countries exchanged units to participate in training
for potential operations north or south, and thereby improve their readiness.
During their walk to the main barracks offices, Madiha saw the field in the
middle of the camp teem with activity. 


Tanks fired test shots into armored target
walls, men and women ran through obstacle courses in their full gear, and there
were even a few games of Gorodki, a sport where a
wooden bat was launched at a group of wooden pins. All these activities helped
build the soldiers’ warm weather endurance, and strengthened their bodies.


She supposed the Ayvartans in Svechtha
performed similar activities.


Madiha and Kimani ducked their heads to pass
through the doorway into the main office building just off the edge of the
training fields. Though buildings and objects made for Svechthans were
not miniature to
Ayvartans, and all of the buildings, the chairs and desks, possessed fairly
relatable dimensions to them, particularly tall Ayvartans often had to bow
their heads and curl up their legs to fit comfortably through doors and in
vehicles. Madiha spoke with the desk secretary, and she stood up from her post
and bid them to wait, while she walked through the office door at the back of
the room. Moments later, she returned, and bid them to enter. Once again they
bowed their heads as they passed through.


“Welcome, tovarich, I expected your
arrival. Please, have a seat.”


Inside the office they were greeted by an
older man, Kapitan Golovkin,
judging by the nameplate on his desk. He was well built for his size, and had a
rather stately mustache. Madiha thought he looked familial, like a small and
pleasant uncle. And certainly he did seem to have been expecting them, having
worn his full dress uniform that day, with all of his assorted honors clipped on
it, in 35 degree heat. He was smiling and gracious, and offered everyone in the
room a cigar. Madiha and Parinita begged pardon and passed.


Kimani on the other hand was quick to accept,
and even quicker to taste the smoke.


There was a subtext to this action, beyond
being a gracious guest or a lover of tobacco products. Madiha had never seen
Kimani smoke in a meeting before. She assumed, then, that this was a gesture
meant to push Madiha into the spotlight.


Kimani would be smoking, not speaking.


“Recent events have been unkind to us,
haven’t they Mayor,” said the Captain,
lighting his cigar and staring up from it at Madiha, “To think that scum of the
North would launch an undeclared war upon you. Upon us.
It is horrifying to consider.”


Eager to get to the main point, and to cut
the chances that she might misspeak or grow nervous in the interim, Madiha
quickly replied. “And it is our material reality, Captain. I assume that you
know the purpose of my visit, then.”


“You seem sharp, and you get to business
quickly,” Golovkin waved his cigar, jabbing sharply toward Madiha and grinning,
“We appreciate that in the north.”


He looked directly at her.


 “Yes,
I know you wish the aid of the 1st Joint-Training Corps in the defense of Bada
Aso. I learned of your ascension to battlegroup commander just yesterday, at
the same time as I received in full the details of the border battle. So I
assumed you would come here.”


“I need all the manpower I can get.” Madiha
said. She felt a pang of guilt. Ayvarta seemed a poor host, incapable of
protecting her guests. Instead she was asking them to risk their lives to
protect her. On some level she felt this was not their fight.


“We cannot refuse.” Golovkin cheerfully
explained. “After all, we are subordinated to Ayvarta’s territorial command. So
you do not need to ask us for our consent.”


Madiha had rehearsed on the trip and spoke as
directly as she could.


“I know that as a formation under my regional
command in Ayvarta you would carry out my directives. But I do not merely want
you and your forces to follow orders, Captain. I need your support. Battlegroup
Ox is disorganized, and I can only stretch our professional forces so far among
the vastly greater number of green troops. Your forces are more experienced. I
need your cooperation Captain, not simply obedience. I need your forces to help
lead my own in addition to fighting alongside them. I need a shared
camaraderie.”


Golovkin blew smoke and suddenly devolved
into a prolonged coughing fit. 


Madiha raised her hand tentatively to help,
though in what way she didn’t know, it was all a reflex; equally reflexively
Golovkin seemed to wave her hand away, grinning through the violent coughing
fit. He looked at her with a glimmer in his eyes, and he began to laugh all the
while he coughed, and to smile as he choked on the smoke.


Eventually his voice returned, and he was
only smiling and laughing.


“Prekrasniy! Oh that was a wonderful
entreaty, tovarich. Major Gowon would
have never said something like that. I’ve only known you for a few minutes, but
you are already a breath of fresh air. I am pleased to hear this; and do not
worry. Any fight for Ayvarta is a fight for Svechtha. Nocht knows very well
that it cannot fight in our territory. Our seas are stormy and difficult, and
our land is rocky, icy, and inhospitable. They’ve tried to fight us before and
it has been catastrophic for them. But they know that they can starve us out.”


Golovkin’s response was quite endearing;
Madiha felt instant relief.


“I will do whatever is necessary, tovarich, for your food, and
the food of my people.”


Ayvarta and Svechtha were incredibly close
partners in the modern day. Where other nations either ignored or preyed upon
Svechtha and its small and unique people, Ayvarta had little history with them
before the new millennium. Svechtha was the birthplace of Socialism, and it
inspired the ideals of the current Ayvartan administration. The Revolution came
as a shock to the world, and only the Svechthans welcomed it. 


Both nations found themselves in a world
where they were each other’s only real lifeline. At first the approach was
tentative and contact almost alien. Gradually, as their friendship with the
Ayvartans deepened, the two countries exchanged military and resource aid.
Ayvartans supplied Svechthans with much of their food, in return for raw
materials and an open exchange of ideas and expertise. They met each other’s
needs well.


So therefore Golovkin certainly viewed this
as his people’s fight as well. 


Ayvarta’s fall would create a food crisis in
Svechtha. Though they could grow some food, and they certainly did, their
existence would become bleak and meager once again. Decades of heavy rationing
and food insecurity had ended when those first ships full of grain and dried
produce arrived on their shores from Ayvarta. 


To return to darker days after experiencing
such joy and freedom from want would be a tragedy. Regardless of Madiha’s
efforts, their commitment was guaranteed.


There was a thrust of history behind this
meeting that neither could escape.


Regardless, for the sake of her own
conscience Madiha asked again. She knew that she had secured his help, but in a
way, she still felt a little like she was taking advantage of him. She wanted
to hear him say it again, to lift the final burden from her.


“So can I count on the strength of your
people, Captain? Will you join me?” She asked.


“Major,” Golovkin stretched his small hand
over his desk, “Let us not tarry.”


Madiha took his hand into hers, and shook
gently. 


He laughed heartily and praised her strength.



She was almost forty centimeters taller than
he, but they were seeing eye-to-eye over that desk. In an instant, Madiha added
two divisions to her effort. It had been an easy conversation between two
people who had wanted to trust and cooperate, and perhaps had no other option
but to do so. It lifted her morale, and for the first time it made her feel
that she had a handle on the situation, that she grasped at the pulse of war
with a master’s hand. 


However, she had one more crucial meeting to
attend, and it was very clear from the smoke ring blowing from her lips that
Kimani would not interfere with these affairs.


She had lifted her wings from over Madiha; it
was time the chick learned to fly alone.










20-AG-30, Late Afternoon


Adjar Dominance — City of Bada Aso


 


More of Ox’s troops had arrived outside the
city by the time Madiha returned. 


They had followed her and Parinita’s
instructions marvelously, and the mobilization was efficient. Trucks and tanks
were strewn about the open field straddling the edge of the city creating a
makeshift encampment that stretched out a few kilometers. 


Along the dirt roads connecting to the city
minor officers had been posted to direct incoming traffic. Staff had organized
arrival, food distribution and medical stations for incoming divisions.
Temporary headquarters areas had been established. These were little more than
tarps slung over the sides of radio trucks and pinned up with tent poles. 


Around each temporary HQ the divisional staff
was hard at work organizing the arrival and debriefing of Ox’s ten divisions.
To protect them, anti-aircraft artillery guns of 37mm and 85mm calibers had
been unhitched from vehicles and set up to watch the skies.


Visually it was all a mess. But it functioned
and everyone who came in had directions to follow. Madiha was pleased with the
results of her orders. Now she had make good on getting all of these soldiers
into the city that they were supposed to defend.


Arriving at the camps, Parinita radioed their
presence to Lt. Purana, left in charge of the mobilization temporarily.
Kimani’s half-track was marked, and so they escaped the scrutiny of the
checkpoints and advanced briskly into the heart of the camp; past parked trucks
arrayed like houses on a block; down a long line of Goblin and Orc tanks from
the Independent Ox Tank Battalions that accompanied every Rifle Division;
turning a corner around a battery of artillery pieces being hastily inspected
and cleaned; and past stray gaggles of soldiers cracking open crates and
distributing basic kit to platoons. 


Madiha’s own convoy had grown as well. 


Two more small trucks trailing her carried
some of Golovkin’s seasoned Corps staff into the camp, as well as a 76mm gun
towed behind each. Svechthans went nowhere without their precious artillery,
Golovkin had explained. They loved artillery.


The Half-Tracks drove past the 6th Ox Rifle
Division area, where Lt. Purana was established, and looked for a good spot to
park out of everyone’s way. 


While they established themselves, Madiha
looked out the back of the half-track and saw the Lieutenant working outside of
a nearby radio half-track, going over documents and maps and listening in on
various calls. He looked quite busy: several people seemed to be vying for his
attention, while he himself was moving between various radio stations and
makeshift war room tables. It was a very hectic time. Nocht was on their heels,
and they had to manage the evacuation, reconnaissance efforts made against the
Nochtish advance, the mobilization of their own troops from all corners of the
dominance, as well as keeping Solstice appraised of the unfolding events. Lt.
Purana had been temporarily left with it all.


He looked as effective as he could be given
the circumstances.


“Inspector, we’re going to meet with the
Lieutenant. I want you to help him.”


“Aye aye, Major.” She said simply. She lay
against the wall of the half-track with her arms crossed, meeting Madiha’s eyes
effortlessly. That confidence of hers, that bluntness, it came so easily.
Madiha resented it a little, now that it was deployed on her.


Once all of their trucks were well situated
within the encampment, Parinita and Madiha disembarked, the former trotting
behind the latter with a thick folder in her arms.


They approached Purana and waited for him to
finish with one of the radio operators. Once his attention was drawn he made
his way past the staff and saluted the two of them. 


“Glad to see you return Commander!” He said.


“Glad to have returned.” Madiha said. “I’ve
secured the cooperation of the Svechthan troops, Lieutenant. That’s 15,000
soldiers and around a thousand additional medical, communications and logistics
and planning staff. Show them camaraderie.”


“Yes ma’am!” Lt. Purana said. “I assume I
needn’t worry about sorting them out?”


“My staff and the Svechthan’s will take care
of things from here.” Parinita said.


“Ah, that’s good.” Lt. Purana breathed
deeply. “I read books and received all kinds of training; but that never makes
it easier actually coordinating forty people on signals and logistics and
intelligence who all need me to look over their work.”


Parinita laughed. “Well, your staff is just
as anxious and new at it as you. Don’t worry; my Battlegroup Command staff will
take everyone under their wing and show them the way. We’ve done things like
this in the past. I’m sorry we had to dump it all on you.”


She looked quite chipper being in a position
of seniority for once. Madiha found herself fond of her expression and energy.
She was a lot more reliable than Madiha had initially thought, and both in the
sense of her professional skill, and her willpower.


“I understand.” Lt. Purana said. “You had
work to do, and you deferred the rest to us. That’s how the army works.
Frankly, while we’re a bit ragged, I think everyone’s pleased to have a chance
to do something serious and important in these dire times.”


“I’ll make you put that training to use.”
Madiha said. “Soon you might make Captain.”


Lt. Purana rubbed the back of his neck
anxiously. “I’m happy with Lieutenant, ma’am.”


“Indeed.” Madiha put on an amicable face.


Lt. Purana, however, turned a grave
expression. “Back to business then.”


“Did something happen?”


“Yes ma’am. I’m afraid the situation with the
city took a bad turn.”


Madiha raised an eyebrow. “How bad?”


“The Civil Council in the city is holding a
meeting, and have denounced us.”


“I can’t believe they would play politics at
a time like this. What have they done?”


“From what I’ve been given to understand
they’re not only preventing us from entering the city, they are preparing to
move military stockpiles and surplus food, fuel and materials out of the city
against your evacuation orders.” Lt. Purana said.


“They can’t do that.” Madiha said. It took
all her strength not to tremble. She was wholly unprepared for such a thing.
“We need those stockpiles to hold the city. That’s the food and ammunition that
Ox is depending on. Without it we can’t do anything.”


“I tried telling them that. Even I could see
what a nonsensical situation this was; but they weren’t keen on listening to
me. This happened maybe thirty minutes ago, so I think we have plenty of time
still. But they really want you in a room with them.”


Madiha gritted her teeth. 


It was all Council bickering, and though she
had foreseen it, she had no foresee the extent to which it would hinder her
efforts. Even if they did not intend to go through with this – and Madiha could
not know for sure – politically the Civil Council of Adjar had to look like
they were retaining their authority in the face of the KVW’s overreach.


Kimani had executed Gowon, which had been the
start of a figurative coup.


The Regional Battlegroup was not supposed to
be administered by the Military Council. The KVW controlled the Navy and their
ten divisions. No more than that.


Demilitarization had stripped the Military
Council of the power to control the state army, and had made that a civil
power. Technically the KVW had certain rights such as inspecting and vetting
state commanders, giving them some de jure influence over the state army as a
whole. However, appointing a KVW officer, even a Civil Liaison like Madiha, was
a bold step into the territory beyond the Military Council’s legal borders. 


Madiha was not KVW anymore as of a few days
ago, technically speaking, but for all anyone knew, Kimani was pulling the
strings. And behind Kimani was Warden Kansal and Admiral Qote and the Military
Council, marginalized and weakened but still very active.


After the inspections, it could definitely be
seen as the beginning of a military coup.


“This is a constitutional minefield. I
expected them to object.” Madiha said. “But I didn’t expect them to take such
drastic action. I thought they would bicker in a room for a few hours then
agree we had to defend the city. Not put all the ammo on a train.”


“Yes, this is more than an objection, ma’am.
They’ve taken off their gloves and slapped us.” Lt. Purana replied. “The Civil
Council never stepped over Gowon’s toes in this way, even if they did boss him
around sometimes. You should go talk some sense into them, Major. While the
troops around here are rattled, they all know that it was your decisions that
saved us at the border. And every division that arrives here, I’ll them the
same thing. We’re all behind you, Major. We want to stop running and protect
our comrades.”


“Thank you, Lieutenant.” Madiha said. “It means
a lot to me. Disseminate orders to all arriving divisions to keep their guns
hitched and their trucks loaded. I want six divisions ready to relocate into
the city with all their materiel by tonight. Come what may.”


“Yes ma’am.” Lt. Purana said. He saluted, and
reached out his hand and shook Madiha’s, before turning around and heading back
up into his radio half-track, and gathering the attention of the divisional
staff there to appraise them of the situation.


He looked so much more confident than before.
Back at the border, Lt. Purana had gathered up his barracks and gone out to
fight Nocht in a near total absence of leadership. 


When Madiha arrived to take command he was a
little rattled, but the bravery it took to walk out and fight without orders
sustained him through the battle. 


Clearly his comrades believed in him, and so
Madiha had promoted him to lead the remnants of the 6th Ox Rifles Division that
survived the border battle.


Seeing him around the staff gave her hope;
perhaps she was a better judge of character than she thought. And perhaps Ox
was not as hopelessly scattered as she had hastily thought. Given some time to
think, they were settling into their roles well.


Now the only one who needed to fully accept
their role in this conflict was herself.


Kimani and Parinita’s staff members arrived,
carrying their equipment and documents.


“Remember our contingency. Defending this
city is paramount.” Kimani said.


She put her hand on Madiha’s shoulder, and
just as quickly seemed to brush past her.


The Battlegroup Command staff led by Parinita
walked among Lt. Purana’s staff, rechecking information and becoming appraised
of the situation. They were a team of 25 people, small but with a variety of
professional backgrounds. Signals specialists, engineers, mathematicians,
technical writers, logistics personnel, and more. 


Their counterparts in Lt. Purana’s divisional
staff made space for them, and looked relieved to have more support. Parinita
herself would not be joining them for long; Madiha quickly pulled her away from
the work at the camp, and together they departed the field of military vehicles
and headed toward the Council at the heights of the city. 


They took a small and fast scout car, half
the size of the half-tracked trucks, and Madiha drove them up the gentle slope
that separated the dirt and grass from the paved edge of the city. She pored
over her options on the drive there, while taking in the sights.


Around its southern and eastern borders Bada
Aso was a collection of humble old buildings; the skyline rose with the hill
upon which the city had been built, and receded again on the western and
north-northern edges, downhill and straddling the coast. 


It was a fairly tight city despite its wide
roads, with few parks and truly open stretches of land. Alleyways and
thoroughfares, blocks of buildings, dominated the space. It was a large city as
well, of many square kilometers, occupied by hundreds of thousands of people.
Though it was no Solstice it was a major city, and its layout and architecture
commanded respect. This was not currently evident in the streets, but the city
teemed with life. 


A dozen divisions could potentially brawl
inside of it.


“Do you have copies of the plans we worked
out yesterday?” Madiha asked.


Parinita nodded her head. “Rough copies, but
y’know, it’s been a rough time!”


Madiha smiled. “As long as they can hold them
in their hands and read them, it’s fine.”


They drove over the Umaiha River and past the
richly developed center of the city, and north, uphill, to the Council Building,
an old capitalist palace that dominated the city skyline with its domed tower
and dominated the hilltop with its broad, columned facade. 


Madiha parked the scout car at the foot of
the building staircase, helped Parinita off the car by her hand, and the two of
them ventured inside, past swaying flags and a hectic mob of personnel and
citizens taking care of last-minute affairs of the city’s evacuation.


From a world of light they seemed to
transition to a stage of shadow. 


Stiff police guards led them through the
building to a broad office that faced away from the sun, cast into a gloom by
the early evening sun. Six people turned their heads to the door from a square
table in the middle of the room. 


Electric torches on the wall, their bulbs and
handles mimicking real torches, cast a dim light that seemed only to accentuate
the shadow. Police guards took their places along the shuttered windows at the
back of the room, and along the door. They had the emotionless demeanor of KVW,
and saluted the Major when she entered the room. 


Parinita hugged her documents close to her
chest. 


No one offered them a seat.


“The Council acknowledges Captain Madiha
Nakar.” said an older man.


“Correction, I’m now a Major.” Madiha said.


No one at the table seemed content with the
information.


Madiha looked across their faces. At first
she glossed them over and found nobody familiar. She was not looking for anyone familiar after all. 


From the first pace she took through the door
she was aware that there would have been a new Council since she was last
living in the city some four years ago. And with all the recent developments
she had not had the time to study up on them: that had been delegated to the
KVW office staff. But it slowly dawned upon her, working through a sudden and fierce
denial, that there was one person in the room she did recognize. 


A young woman, her hair styled into luxurious
curled ringlets, her green eyes narrowed. She sat in a corner, as though shying
away from notice, with her arms crossed and her gaze averted from where Madiha
stood. She tapped her feet in frustration.


Since when had Chakrani Walters been given a
seat on the Council? 


Heart pounding, chasing her own breath,
Madiha could only suppose that she had been appointed Vox
Populi, the extra seat that was rotated between prominent citizens
who had made great contributions to the city. Everyone else in the room was a
career bureaucrat that had been voted into political office on two-year terms
as Regional Representatives.


“I must raise one objection,” said one of the
younger men, “Representative Walters had connections to the Major in the past.
The Council should rightly scrutinize whether it would be a conflict of
interest for her to rule on this issue right now.”


Chakrani spoke up quickly and bluntly. “I’ve
no depth of feeling left for the Major.”


“There are records of cohabitation and even
preliminary paperwork for a marriage–”


“That is all in the past.” Chakrani
interrupted. “We have been separated for years.”


In an instant it seemed the matter was dropped.



Of course, nobody in the Council seemed to
care that Chakrani likely harbored ill will toward Madiha; so long as she did
not love her, everything in the meeting room was fine. Parinita squirmed a
little behind her documents, and Madiha strained to control her own breathing,
still her thrashing heart and present a stony expression before the Council.


“Then let us deliberate,” said an older
councilor, “Major, we the Council hold that your ascendance to Battlegroup
Commander of Ox was an illicit move that oversteps the boundaries of the
Military Council’s power, and interacts antagonistically with the Civil.”


Madiha wished she knew anyone’s names there.
They would not introduce themselves. 


They just wanted this meeting out of their
way. She could tell that they were not about to listen to her. However she had
to make her case and pray they listened.


“The Military Council has the power to
replace officers of the state army.”


“Yes, but to replace them with KVW agents is
a decision clearly driven by agenda. There were likely suitable and qualified
candidates in the regional military pool that could have taken proper command.
Why did Inspector Kimani appoint one of her own?”


“We were being fired upon by the enemy. We
had no room to deliberate.”


Another councilor spoke up. 


“Then after your escape, the decision should
have been reopened.”


“I am not a KVW agent, by the way. I was
found incompatible with the training scheme. I am a planner and a civil
liaison. I do not have an agenda here but to stop Nocht.”


Now it was Chakrani’s turn to speak, and she
found quite cutting words with which to rebut Madiha’s statements. “But you’ve
worked alongside Kimani for your entire tenure and have not participated in any
reconciliation activities with the Civil Council, therefore your impartiality
is obviously suspect.” Her tone was indifferent. Madiha would have preferred
outright hatred and anger. Something about the way she was addressed and spoken
to seemed to paste over that anything had existed between them.


At least the anger would have acknowledged
and condemned Madiha’s sin.


“Have you any reply to that, Major?” Chakrani
pressed on.


“No, I do not. That is factual. Having said
that, I believe interrogating my loyalty is a waste of precious time. Nocht is
advancing on the city with military force, and without its defense they will
walk right into Tambwe and from there set foot on Solstice’s sand.”


The only older woman out of the six
councilors in the room took this opportunity to interject, speaking in a
gentle, motherly tone of voice. ”We understand this point of view.
However, there are diplomatic and military concerns to consider first.”


Madiha blinked. “Diplomatic?”


“That aspect is not your particular arena.”
Chakrani said, her voice dripping with self-righteous sarcasm. “But yes, we’re
considering diplomatic channels.”


Madiha struggled to hide her outrage. “I have
a proposal for the defense of the city.”


“Your actions have rendered a defense of the
Dominance impossible by our accounts.” Replied the older woman councilor. She
sneered at Madiha and Parinita.


“Excuse me? What would you have done? What
are you implying?” Madiha said.


“She means we’re retreating.” Chakrani said.
“We have already begun plans to move materiel out of the city and into Tambwe.
You elected not to fight Nocht at all, and fled from the border; so now we have
no recourse left but to flee as well. We are not staying. We will relocate to
Tambwe and attempt to get world leaders together in discourse; or failing that
we will mount a defense from a position of greater readiness–”


“Councilor, you, perhaps, are not staying. You, perhaps, wish to beg
the imperialists for mercy. Battlegroup Ox is standing here and fighting
until the Imperialist’s blood and gore decorates our streets.” Madiha shouted.
She began to talk over the Councilors as they tried to respond. “I retreated
because the terrain between Dori Dobo and Bada Aso was indefensible. Mobile
units would have trounced us in such featureless open terrain and encircled any
fortified settlement. However the conditions around Bada Aso give us a unique
opportunity to score a blow against Nocht. To encircle the city they must
advance over the rough and defensible terrain of the Kalu. We have a port
through which we are linked to the outside world in case of a siege; and the
city itself will disadvantage Nocht’s mechanized and armored forces. We can
fight them here and we can win!”


“Order!” Chakrani shouted. “Major do not
disrespect the Council again!”


Madiha laughed bitterly. “Of course. I shall
watch my tongue in the face of this.”


“Walters, do calm down,” said the older woman
councilor.


Chakrani was turning red in the face. 


With an opportunity to speak again, Madiha
continued.


“We can’t just keep running now. Nocht’s
forces, fully organized along Tambwe’s border, will outnumber even two intact
Regional Battlegroups. Right now we have a shot at drawing in their forces into
terrain where we have advantage. I ran because it was necessary to fight
another day; but if we don’t fight now, we will give them free reign to
recreate the border situation again, where their entire force will be fully
ready to attack us at will with their supply lines established and all of their
formations in supporting distances. They will crush us on open terrain again. I
ran so I could pick my fight, and consolidate all of the strength I could get.
I did not run just to get a head start on more running.”


“The Council understands your fervor to
fight, Major,” the younger man councilor said, “But a more level-headed
decision has been taken. Your proposal is too little too late. The Civil
Council in Solstice is in agreement with the Civil Council here in Bada Aso.”


There was no other choice. 


Madiha had a plan; Madiha had to construct
the Hell which would consume Nocht. Something inside her burnt, and she felt
the injury as though her flesh was really ablaze. She felt that other mind
pushing her to make a difficult decision, a monstrous decision. 


In a second all of her hesitation was
obliterated, burning up over the all-consuming pain in her mind. From there it
was as simple as snapping her fingers, a voiceless command, pointing the guards
toward the table. Within an instant of seeing the gesture and hearing the
cracking noise, the Regional Police drew their rifles and surrounded the table.



Those guards standing outside the door did
nothing to stop anything. Councilors raised their hands in stunned defense;
Chakrani screamed and covered her head. Madiha ordered the police to stand
around and kettle the councilors at the table with their guns.


“Ayvartan Republican Guards Police, the kind
that guard VIPs such as you, receive a form of the conditioning given to KVW
agents. They are actually loyal to me above you.”


“What is the meaning of this, Major?” Shouted
the old woman councilor.


Madiha’s expression was as void as those of
the police. Parinita looked from side to side, scanning over the faces to see
if any of them might betray a hint of emotion. She was not let in on the plan;
nobody was except the KVW High Command, Kimani and Madiha. 


It was their desperate last resort. 


“You will act to temporarily dissolve
Council, on account of a successful censure motion that will happen right now.
All ordinances drafted within the past five days will be annulled and reversed.
Social functions will continue to act as normal for citizens who don’t
evacuate. In 15 days we will hold a special election with the Unions which you
are welcome to attend, though if we’re still fighting, I’ll have it pushed back
another fifteen days.”


“I can’t believe you! You disgusting thug!
You’re staging a coup!” Chakrani shouted, weeping. “You destroy everything you
touch! Can you perform nothing but violence?”


It took all her strength not to weep
alongside Chakrani. With every word she said she wanted to break down. “A
rather humble coup, I suppose. You will be all ferried out to Solstice by train
directly after your vote. You can complain all you want there.”


Blue-uniformed Police stood silent with their
rifles partially raised. For the next fifteen minutes Madiha and Parinita
quietly oversaw the dissolution of the Council. 


Executive authority was temporarily granted
to Madiha, and her first act if possible would be to find a Union
representative to whom she could shunt that authority toward.


Without the evacuating public finding out
most of the details, the Council was escorted by the Police and fast-tracked
through the lines of evacuees as a special exemption. Madiha had hardly left
the Council building by the time the train had ferried all of her enemies
safely out of her grasp. Flanked by the KVW-aligned police, she sat on the
steps in front of the scout car, and for a moment she went wholly numb over
what she had done. 


In her mind she reminded herself of the
mantras her therapist had told her: she was a good socialist, an honored
soldier, a valuable person; she had worth, she could be happy. 


Along the way everything broke down from
repetition.


The mantras warped in her mind.


She was a petty dictator of a city soon to be
ruins; she was a murderer and a liar; she never even got to look at Chakrani in
the eyes again before the police led her out and onto a train, helplessly away
from the city that she loved and the old lover she hated.


Parinita sat beside her, quiet, still a
little stunned. 


The Battle of Bada Aso had ingloriously
begun.










21st of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E, Midnight


Adjar Dominance — City of Bada Aso


 


Battlegroup Ox was finally moving into the
city. 


Once again the streets were alive at night.


Trains kept running as people fled, but many
decided to stay behind for their own reasons. Come daylight, Madiha would have
to find them useful work.


While the staff was setting up according to
the plans, the Major simply walked alone.


Madiha did not smoke and she never drank to
get drunk. Given a brief respite from her responsibilities by the fall of
night, she nearly always chose to walk as a distraction, alone, over any other
potential diversion. She would stare at the landscape, and try for a brief
moment to internalize the life that she saw in it, and to feel as though a part
of it. 


Often she committed herself to fanciful
thoughts of swelling streams, eternal fields of tall, uniformly green grass,
vast cities of red clay and brick and blue cobblestone, sharp and vibrant in
her fantasies; and always she would try to imagine her form enmeshed within the
grand tapestry. Lost in the colors, she thought she could feel closer to
something genuine and alive. She would recite her mantras and try to feel good
about herself, to combat that anxiety and doubt and even a surreptitious
ideation of suicide.


These daydreams hardly ever lasted long.
There was always something off about the landscape in reality that all too
easily distinguished it from her fantasy. 


And furthermore she felt too apart from the
creation of some loving force. Whoever was responsible for those fields and
streams and monuments, they would not want her around them. She was an alien
existence, alone and apart from creation.


Even in the depths of her own mind she was
not safe. 


Thoughts smoldered, burning her brain.


In those moments alone, it seemed like all
the worries she kept suppressed would come rushing back. Every moment of
tranquility forced her to confront all of the wounds that she worked to bury
under titles like Major and Battlegroup Commander.


She walked along the Umaiha river, like she
used to do with a certain someone who was forever gone. It brought along
painful recollections. All of her few memories seemed to hurt now. For a long
time Madiha barely had reliable memories of anything. 


As a teenager she felt like she was an empty
goblet, and she tried to fill it, but always with the fear that there were
droplets of poison leftover from another drink. People told her about events
she had participated in. She was the youngest person ever to receive the
commendation Hero of the Socialist Dominances and
a few others. 


She never wore the medals. 


They meant nothing to her. All she wondered
about was the identity of that person that had done those things and whether
she would ever return. Certainly she was more authentic and desirable than the
person standing there along the river.


For a time, living in this city, her
beautiful and vibrant city, Madiha had filled the goblet. She had seen studied
in a school with people she once considered friends; she had seen films and
went swimming and learned to drive a car; she had taken a clerical position and
worked peacefully; she had lived with someone whom she thought she loved, and
consummated the relationship. She thought that she could construct a love and
friendship and community so powerful it would drown out the rifles and fires
going off in her head.


Little by little everything fell apart– no,
not by itself, she destroyed it all, she thought.


Now the entire goblet was poison. All of her
stable memories just brought her pain.


That little candle inside her was still
burning, and it hurt. 


It always hurt, just more or less.


“Major! Wait a moment, I’ve almost caught
up!”


She heard Parinita’s voice long before she
saw her, along with the cracking and grinding of a pair of treads. She turned
her head to see a little over her shoulder, and found her riding desant on the back of a Goblin tank that was
headed for the regional depots. 


The Goblin switched its lights on and off in
order to offer its own greeting to the Major. 


Parinita hopped off the machine with a big
grin on her face and a lot of dust and even a few bugs on her uniform. Brushing
herself off, she insinuated herself into Madiha’s little walk. Somehow Madiha
found it even easier to drown in her own melancholy even with the oblivious
cheer of a recovered Parinita at her side, humming and strutting along.


“If it means anything to you, I think that
could have all gone much worse.” She said.


“I see. So you think it was that terrible?”


“Well, by any honest metric it was. Not
exactly democratic. But it was bloodless.”


“Thanks for the kind words.” Madiha
ambivalently replied.


“I support you nonetheless.” Parinita said.
She clapped her hands together and her tone of voice grew quite
perturbed. ”Anyway. Anyway! Anyway: that lady used to be your lover then?
Was all that true? I was very shocked by her attitude. She was so nasty to
you.”


Her gossipy chirping was a little more
amusing than Madiha wanted to admit.


“It was true. I’m homosexual; we were going
to marry.”


“I see.” Parinita smiled. “I can relate a
bit; I’m more the type that goes both ways.”


Madiha laughed. For a moment she had thought
she might experience prejudice; it was extant, still, but it was very rare. One
could mostly tell who still held fondness for the last days of the Ayvartan
Empire by their resistance to varying sexuality or gender.


In the distance they heard the whistling of a
train leaving Bada Aso.


Between them there was nothing but silence.
Much of the city had evacuated. 


Those that remained had better things to do
now with their time than walk outside and air their footsteps and breathing to
fill in the void. Soldiers were gathering in places other than the edge of the
Umaiha right now, and the occasional passing tank and half-track had a
destination in mind and no time for two women walking side by side along the
river. 


Water, the occasional insect flying by her
ear, breathing, and the small idle noises of two people with nothing to do. It
was easy to cast all of this as a pure, content-less silence, because it was
all devoid of human words and filled only by simple sounds.


Human words were supposed to force meanings
from the brain.


Though Madiha questioned whether her own
speech had any such powers.


Soon Parinita broke their silence. She
stopped walking, and reached out to the Major, waving her over to the
guard-rails directly overlooking the river. Standing over the water, she drew
Madiha’s attention with those gentle amber eyes.


“Major, may I speak freely to you? I have a
concern.”


“You weren’t until now? Then, you may, if you
wish.” Madiha said.


“I am concerned about your health. Your eyes
hide a deep sorrow.”


Parinita had seen her tossing and begging in
her sleep, trapped in nightmares that she had only a vague imagining of. So,
Madiha expected her to be curious at some point, to approach her and ask her in
how many pieces she was broken, and whether she could hold.


It was not so much the content of her words
that surprised Madiha, but the delivery. 


Parinita met her, bluntly, with a presence
that she had never mustered in any other context. She was cutting through the
fog that kept them professionally distant. And yet her expression was delicate,
as though she wanted to understand pain equal to Madiha’s. 


Her entreaty lacked the scrutiny and
flagellation Madiha felt she deserved.


All Madiha could rally in reply to those
alien words was, “My eyes?”


“Window to the soul and all.” Parinita said.
She crossed her arms and averted her gaze, perhaps with embarrassment. Her
behavior was uncharacteristically forward and determined. As Madiha’s
secretary, in a traditional setting it would be improper for her to pry. Her
work was simply to prepare informational products for the Major’s benefit. 


However, Madiha thought she sensed a kindness
in Parinita that was too deep for the secretary to suppress. Soon their eyes
met again and Parinita continued.


“Your eyes really struck me when I first saw
you.” She said. “You looked so hurt. But during the battle at the border, you
looked more at ease with yourself. In a fight, you feel at home; I can tell. I
want to help you feel at ease – around the staff, too.”


She delivered the last part with a building
embarrassment, her voice trembling before the white lie. That was obviously an
excuse to hide away her true intentions. 


Where did the staff fit
into anything? 


They had been quite absent at the beginning
of the conversation. Clearly Parinita was worried about her, and she was
worried about the extent of her worry and whether it was right and proper.
Madiha felt touched by it all. Even her fumbling to cover herself up was very
endearing in its own way. Parinita was a far kinder person than she had known.


Touching as it was, the facts were
fundamentally unaltered. 


Madiha was at a loss for what to say.


“I find it difficult to speak plainly about
it.” She said. “Anything I say would be incomplete, Parinita. My self, my life,
is very complicated and strange.”


“Then speak to me how you would usually
speak. I just want to listen.” Parinita said.


At the edge of the river a silence fell
between the two women for a moment. The Umaiha rushed beneath them, both
physically and beneath their notice. This was the spot indeed; Madiha
remembered. She had come here with Chakrani so many years ago. 


Here she had lied in a caring voice, trying
desperately to salvage some depth of feeling between them. Back then they had
drowned out the noise of the river in their own silence, the same way that they
suddenly did now. In the days after that meeting, when Chakrani’s father was
condemned to execution, both of them tried to continue, they tried desperately
to pick themselves up, but their relationship was too tainted at that point.


Chakrani’s hatred built every time they saw
one another.


Back then, her voice, however much she spoke,
could not overcome the silence.


“I can’t speak easily or plainly about this.”
Madiha said. “This is the voice that I’m cursed with. I sometimes wish I could
speak with a voice more genuine and full of emotion. But I’ve never been able
to do that. I feel like I speak and think in the way a telegraph does. A series
of clicks on a board. I’m like a machine. Keys strike in my mind and words
escape, and none of it feels warm or alive. I say things but they do not come
out of me.”


“That’s a very dehumanizing way to think
about yourself.” Parinita said.


“Everything about me has been very
dehumanizing.” Madiha said.


Her face was reflected in the water. Just
like that time. 


And although it attested to the fact of her
existence at the moment, to the configuration of her flesh in a face that had
more than once been regarded as living and well and even beautiful, all of it
felt false, muddled. It felt like a plastic skin that hid some ungodly horror,
a real Madiha
that reflected the condition of her mind. Everything about her felt wavering
and false, and she feared what might have been more genuine about her and less
constructed in a bid to live. It was not just her speech, though that was an
obvious part of it. 


Madiha had always felt as though her very
humanity seeped through her fingers.


She was helpless to keep it in her own grasp.


“My entire life has occurred outside the
scope of anything which I could consider human, Parinita.” Madiha said. “I have
not lived a human life. Just today I coerced my way into control of a city. At
the tips of my fingers is a war machine that could ravage this entire
dominance. As a child I participated in a revolution. I might have killed
people as a child. I definitely did as an adult. And yet, much of it is hard to
remember.”


“Well, you’re in the army, Madiha. That’s a
business that needs to get done, at the moment.” Parinita replied, nervous but
visibly empathizing. She put a gentle hand on Madiha’s shoulder, and they both
looked down at the water again.


“I spent my childhood in an orphanage, and my
recorded age was seven years old at the time of the Revolution. But how can I
know that this was the truth? Years of my life have gone from my recollection:
what was my origin, what happened during the Revolution and after? It’s all
faded from my head. I lost years and years. I feel that I have flitted in and
out of my own existence. It’s disgusting. I feel downright monstrous,
Parinita.”


“Madiha, everyone struggles with memories.
It’s as human as it gets.”


She remembered the dreams. People don’t have
these dreams, do they? People, ordinary people, they do not get tortured to
death in their own dreams. They do not wake feeling a flame burning their
brains to ooze. Madiha felt a shiver, a horrifying disgust and fury at her entire
existence. Was her mind so thoroughly in pieces? 


Had it always been this way, or were there
some happy figments in her life?


Perhaps her time with Chakrani. But she had
destroyed all of that as well.


“Not in the way I do. You don’t understand
how alone I am in this.” Madiha said.


She was pleading now, she even had her hands
out, as though she expected to be given something that could calm her. Madiha
stared, for once appearing as broken as she felt. Parinita averted her eyes and
looked out to the water again. Both of them grew silent for what seemed like
the hundredth time. Starting and stopping, running into walls, unable to
communicate. That was Madiha’s experience with humanity.


But Parinita cut through the silence. 


“Do you like films, Madiha? I love them, you
know.”


Did she like films? It felt like a complete non-sequitur. Who
was she talking to?


“What is this about now?” Madiha said.


“C’mon, just answer me simply, okay? Do you
like films? Moving pictures?”


“I’ve enjoyed a fair amount of films.” Madiha
replied with marked confusion.


Parinita beamed at her, clapping her hands
together with joy.


“Good! We have that in common. I think
everybody likes films. They’re very novel.”


“I suppose so?” Madiha could not help but
voice it in the tone of a question.


“Would you like to get together every once in
a while to talk about films? It would give us both a break from the war; and I
feel it beats drinking away our sorrows like my recruiter used to suggest I do
back during officer candidate school.”


Parinita patted her jovially in the back and
shoulder, her body language cheerfully insisting upon an answer. Her energy and
directness was refreshing to Madiha, and it imparted on her a surprising sense
of relief. Just from talking to her in this way she felt a burden lift. All
those psychic fires burning away Madiha’s soul began to recede. 


That fury and disgust with herself, that
storm that pulled her from her flesh and cast her away into the void was
passing away, for the moment. Her own skin felt familiar again. She felt less
wretched and more alive within herself. There was a soul in her bosom, and while it
could burn and hurt and alienate her, she was rediscovering comfort, fondness.


Someone just wanted to talk to her about
films. It was dumb, in a way; in a good way.


Soon the pain would return. But for the
moment she felt a little restored. 


Her head had been pulled out from the smoke
and she could breathe without coughing. 


Though her lungs may still be blackened, she
had earned a respite somehow.


“I probably don’t know as much as you do. But
I would be happy to.” She replied.


“Great! Have you ever seen Life
Blossoms On the 17th Terminal?” Parinita said.


“Well, no, not really. I know it’s popular.
I’m not fond of love stories.” Madiha said.


“But it’s so much more than a love story! It
has so many charming subplots!”


Faces reflected on the river below, for over
an hour that night they ceased to be Major and Chief Warrant Officer and were
simply two people talking about the behavior of an eccentric train guard and the
stowaways he encountered day by day.


For once Madiha felt that if she slept
tonight, she would not wake haunted.










9.  The Gates of Hell


 










21-AG-30 Early Morning


Adjar Dominance –
Village of Mapele, 2da Infanteria zone.


 


Charging across the border the Cissean Cuerpo
Azul or “blue corps” was the first Allied force to engage the
Ayvartans in combat, absorbing the shrapnel from their mines and the shells
spat by their cannons. Thousands of soldiers of Nocht’s client state died
ingloriously to open the way into the enemy nation, starting the march to end
Communism. 


Supported
by Nochtish armor, Azul breached the defenses, and was then
relegated to silence. Both divisions in the corps, the Primera and Segunda Infanteria,
had been downgraded to mobile reserve status, and were essentially given
busywork and chores to do now several kilometers behind the advance as
Nocht took charge of the attack.


The 1st Vorkämpfer, an elite
Nochtish force of mobile Panzergrenadiers and Panzer elements, took the lead of Generalplan Suden in Adjar,
claiming key cities such as Dori Dobo that the Ayvartans strangely refused to
defend. Their air cover raced again and harried the Ayvartan evacuations where
they could, though it was soon apparent the enemy military had largely escaped.
Ayvartan rail was far more developed than they thought, and their forces
counted on a large, previously unknown motor pool for support. 


As the Nochtish line incrementally advanced,
bombing air fields and capturing major roads, the Cisseans combed through the
little villages, the backwater towns. They checked for mines, they confiscated
weapons caches, inspected their new civilian subjects and claimed whatever
food, tools and vehicles the fleeing Ayvartan army left behind.


Brigadier-General Gaul Von Drachen had
no opinion of these maneuvers.


 His
soldiers found them degrading. Their morale had become quite low. They winced
under the despondent, confused, wrathful gazes of the villagers and
townspeople. They confessed that they felt like thieves and bandits, like lowlives;
they, and Von Drachen in turn, had been relegated to the job of a security
division in the rear echelon. 


A picture had been painted for them of this
conflict but with every brush stroke they made they failed to reproduce it.
This was not their glorious battle for democracy.


Von Drachen responded to every subordinate
officer the same: “You’ve come under a delusion about your role in this
conflict that regrettably only you can solve.”


He did not say this with an air of malice,
but a smooth, unaffected tone of voice. He did not believe he was necessarily
right. Nobody was necessarily right.


Regardless of their feelings, they had orders
to carry out, and they did.


Under an autumn shower, Von Drachen’s
personal convoy followed a muddy road through a small village, consisting of a
town hall and a few small tenements and granaries. But these were merely a
backdrop for the large fields of grain, lentils and vegetables that led into
the village. Everyone here worked on the farm, or supported the work of others
there. Thankfully for Nocht, this small farming village had not been evacuated.


Von Drachen took in the scenery as
he rode on the side-car of a motorcycle, followed by two other motor bikes
mounting Norgler machine guns on
their side-cars, and an Sd.Kfz B. ”Squire” personnel half-track
bringing up the rear, with its broad nose and long, tall armored bed, carrying
over a dozen security troops and staff in its protective embrace. 


This last vehicle was a prestige token: the
only one of its kind among the Azul corps.


They rolled through the rural landscape,
headed for the center of the town. Lined up on each side of the road were the
villagers, silently watching the vehicles pass them by, while a few soldiers
silently watched over them with submachine guns in hand. Von Drachen thought he
would see the Ayvartans in rags, but their coats and robes, their shirts and
trousers, their dresses, looked as good as anything worn in his home province
of Gracia. They stood there,
picturesque, soaking up rain, over a hundred sets of eyes in captivity.


Von Drachen dismounted in the middle of the
village. 


Dozens of his men were hard at work searching
the tenements, the town hall, the granaries. Out to their trucks they carried
boxes of village books for the Corps Headquarters to translate. Men with
detection equipment tiptoed further uptown to check the dirt road for mines.
Lightly armed gendarmes gathered any native stragglers, checked them for
weapons, and sent them out to line up along the road where they could be easily
watched.


 Privates searched for anything that could be
useful to the Corps right away, such as food for the mess company, and medicine
for the hospital company. 


There was one obvious problem. Though the
fields had not been cleaned of all their veggies quite yet, the granaries were
empty, the town hall ransacked before Azul could
claim it. Garbage bins sat full to bursting with the ashes of sensitive papers.


Von Drachen walked among the men, tipping the
peak of his hat to greet them.


“General!” they responded in
chorus. Those with their hands empty saluted physically.


“Que
han descubierto?” He asked them. What have you found?


An officer stepped forward. “Nada
pertinente al objetivo, General.” Nothing.


“Las
ordenes no han cambiado. Continúen.” Your
orders haven’t changed. Continue.


Von Drachen sat on the steps to the town
hall. 


Azul’s busywork
continued under his wandering eyes.


For a time the rain abated, but the sky was
still dark and nasty.


Over the continuing labor Von Drachen soon
heard the sound of an unfamiliar convoy, a mixture of trundling noisy tracks
and the thumping engines of motor bikes and cars. 


He looked out to the road, and first he saw
dust and exhaust smoke kicked up by the advancing column. Ahead of the vehicles
was a light tank, the M5 Ranger, with a short 37mm gun
that seemed like it had been wedged into the horseshoe-like turret shape, and a
steep glacis. This small, quick, dull gray vehicle escorted three more Squire Half-tracks,
a number of motor bikes interspersed between vehicles and a long truck,
followed by a more robust M4 Sentinel medium tank far
in the back. Past the villagers the convoy rolled. 


Inside the village proper the half-tracks and
motor bikes found places to settle, while the long truck pulled up in front of
the steps. Its crew wanted to greet Von Drachen.


Panzergrenadiers from the 1st Vorkämpfer’s elite 13th Panzergrenadier Division.


A procession of men in thick greatcoats and
black helmets left their transports and approached Von Drachen on the steps of
the town hall. He made no move to meet them. 


He barely acknowledged them at all. 


At the head of the Panzergrenadiers was a
blond man with a round chin and slick, shiny hair. He stretched out a hand, a
large grin on his high, sharp-boned cheeks. Von Drachen casually shook with him
at arm’s length, and then retracted his hand and laid it on his lap in a stiff,
slow motion. The officer laughed openly at his mannerisms.


“Whatever goes on in that head of yours, Von
Drachen?” He asked.


“I can’t quite explain it myself.” Von Drachen
easily replied.


“I’m sure you can’t. What are you doing in
this grain pit, pal?”


Von Drachen was probably ten years older than
the young officer, but this hardly mattered to either of them. Von Drachen’s
sharp, rigid facial features slowly contorted into a small smile, and he stood
up from the steps and dusted himself off.


“We have been assigned to security and
cleanup. We are picking through this village.”


Von Drachen stood at least a head over the
panzergrenadier officer when face to face, but if anything the young man seemed
to find this detail amusing as well. He craned his head to stare at Von Drachen
with a defiant, perpetually amused affect.


“I saw the folks you had lined up outside.
Mighty colorful, aren’t they?” He said.


“Pigmentation naturally shades this far
south.” Von Drachen replied.


Again the officer burst into laughter. He
looked at Von Drachen as though he could not believe what he was hearing, with
the kind of surprise reserved for a shocking comedian. He seemed to find the
entire existence of Von Drachen quite hilarious.


“So, you found anything yet? They hiding some
actual weapons in this dump?”


Lieutenant-General Anton Von Sturm cast looks
around the village, raising his hand over his brows as if to shield them from a
nonexisting sun. He made a series of noises, ooh’s and aah’s like he found
himself impressed with the Azul corps
at work all around him. Von Drachen’s unyielding seriousness seemed to prompt
him to act out even more. 


The Cissean men looked back at him
quizzically, but his own men stood in attention, humorless. Whether Von Sturm’s
mockery was cruel or friendly, Von Drachen could not tell. It did not
altogether matter what the intention was. It was immature and emphatic and
perhaps unbecoming. But it was what it was and Von Drachen would not interfere
with it.


Finally Von Sturm laughed. ”Lots of
effort for a bit of hide ‘n seek eh?”


“I don’t expect to find anything dramatic,
but we have our orders.” Von Drachen said.


“Of course, it’s still valuable work you’re
doing, very commendable.”


“Quite. I believe I have another village due
after this one.” Von Drachen dryly replied.


Von Sturm covered his mouth to stifle another
burst of laughter.


“A credit to the war effort. But regrettably,
I’m here to pull you off this crucial task.”


From his great-coat, Von Sturm produced an
official assignment letter from the Oberkommando. When they had the
time or impetus to print this over the past three days, Von Drachen did not
know. He read the brief assignment quite diligently. 


Azul was to be part of the infantry component of a
two-pronged assault on the Ayvartan city (classified in their documents as
a Festung or
fortress) of Bada Aso. 


Attached to the orders was a small
preliminary map and a summary of the operation’s primary positions. After three
days of attack by the Luftlotte, the 1st Vorkämpfer and
the 2nd Panzercorps along
with the Azul corps
and the 6th Grenadier Division would target the city
primarily from the south while also attacking from the southeast toward the
flank of the city via the Kalu hilltops. It was a simple plan, made simpler by
their superiority in arms over the Ayvartans. Encircle the city and secure the
border.


Azul would be
inside the city, upgraded from reserve to first line troops.


“You’re welcome, by the way. I
recommended Azul for this mission.” Von Sturm said.


“I do welcome a return to active combat.” Von
Drachen said.


“I’m part of the strategic committee for this
operation.” Von Sturm declared. 


“So you did!” Von Drachen said. “I must admit
I am surprised.”


Von Sturm raised a hand to Von Drachen’s
shoulder and patted.


“Prove your commitment to the fatherland, Von
Drachen. You Cisseans should stand proudly among the forces bringing democracy
and progress to this place. But remember: nobody else gave you that chance but
me. In return, I hope I will have your support.”


Von Drachen smiled again. This time almost as
wide as Von Sturm. 


His eyes narrowed, and his cheeks spread as
far as they would go. 


From his lips, came a sonorous, morbid laugh
like a demon’s howling. Democracy and pride! Politics in the middle of
war!  Oh, the boy had jokes!  Von Drachen laughed until he was
hoarse, and the panzergrenadiers watched him as if he were about to leap at
them.


“I admit it,” Von Drachen said through his
fit, “you’ve got some good material!”


Von Sturm was no longer amused. He turned
quickly around with a parting, “Just get moving.” He and his entourage returned
to their characteristic half-tracks and disappeared down the
road. Overhead, under the treacherously darkening sky, Von Drachen saw the
planes of the Luftlotte on maneuvers, swooping over the villages spoiling for a
fight.


He gave it perhaps a week until the city of
Bada Aso was reduced to rubble, over which they could leisurely drive. Not
because of democracy or honor or anything of the sort but simply mathematics,
as Von Drachen knew them at the time. He was careful though not to be too
certain nor too invested in these actions. He had a different set of goals than
most of the Nochtish commanders, so he should not succumb to certainty.










21-AG-30 Morning


Adjar Dominance – City of Bada Aso


 


Over the past few days Bada Aso had seen
exemplary weather, but on the 21st the clouds began to pack together across the
sky and created an intermittent darkness. The Military Weather Service
predicted a strong chance of rain on the 23rd and up. Parinita had heard Madiha
wishing for rain to fall sooner, since any such disturbance would affect
Nocht’s mobility and in particular the Luftlotte’s readiness in the air.


Despite Madiha’s wishes however, the rains
had yet to visit ruin upon them. 


Past the dawn the rays of the sun came and
went at the whims of a gray sky, but there was still light coming into the
office, and no pitter-patter yet on the glass. Parinita looked out the window to
her new office, and released a long, deep, contented yawn. One shaking hand
kept her pen hovering off her desk to prevent her writing unwanted lines. Her
office overlooked an empty children’s playground, squeezed between two other
buildings.


No children tumbled down the slides or
climbed the bars. 


They were either evacuated or with their
families.


Parinita shook her head, trying to clear a
cold fog that was settling over her mind, and she tried to regain her bearings.
Table of Organization, right; she recalled that she was finishing a summary for
the Major. She snatched the topmost folder from a nearby stack. 


Labeled “Battlegroup Aviation,” it contained
documentation about the air fields in the Adjar dominance: the planes kept
there, state of readiness, and the number of trained crews and crews undergoing
training, among dozens of other important facts. She flipped through the pages,
yawning every once in a while, until she found where she had left off. She
transcribed a number of things from the folder to series of templates on her
desk.


This was her job; putting the final touches
on Information
Product for the
Major.


Though she had another job, one self-imposed,
it was much harder to explain rationally.


She returned the folder to the stack, and
found another that was in need of transcribing. This one was a mess of gathered
data on the Disposition of Armored and Motorized
Forces. Her head began to ache as she looked through the data.



Several facts did not add up across her
sources. 


There was some mathematical game playing out
before her eyes, where vehicles had been assigned overlapping categories like
“cosmetic damage,” “extensive repair” and “needs replacement” all at once,
resulting in confusion over the real disposition of many units. Though it was the
duty of her staff to find ways to reconcile these kinds of problems, they had
been rushed and stressed over the past few days. It was inevitable.


Sighing with frustration, Parinita reached
out over the stacks of documents and folders populating her desk, and took the
rotary dial phone there and pulled it up over all the mess. She rolled the
numbers on the dial and pressed the handset to her face.


A young man picked up. There was a bit of
commotion behind him. “Yes ma’am?”


“Bhishma, come up here and help me reconcile
the auto-workers union archives with the data we collected from the engineers
in Tiffils. One or the other is either wrong or trying to embellish the
numbers. Put aside whatever you’re doing right now.”


There was acknowledgement over the line, and
Parinita hung up, and waited.


As Staff Secretary, Parinita oversaw many
professionals at work. 


She controlled a Headquarters Company in the
Army hierarchy.


Her company counted on a Signals crew who
could be consulted on communication equipment and methods; Operations staff who
helped to plan maneuvers (in this case the defense of the city); Administrative
staff who gathered information from after-action reports and informed the staff
at large of readiness and efficacy, as well as overseeing training and
equipping of troops; Logistics officers of utmost importance, who tracked the
flow of supply and the sustainability of operations; Intelligence specialists
who compiled reports on the movements of the enemy, relying on data from
scouts, and on various forms of surveillance; and even a Meteorologist who was
in contact with the Weather Service and ready to advice the Army on the natural
elements for or against their operations.


Bhishma worked in Administration, gathering
much of the troubled vehicle data.


A few minutes after the call, Bhishma and his
three aides joined her, pulling up children’s desks around Parinita’s grand
wooden desk and looking over the data one more time. He was nervous at first,
and shied away from eye contact; but Parinita was gregarious and easy-going and
managed to diffuse the tension and get everyone working calmly. 


She made sure that nobody was stuck thinking
that it was their fault and dispelled any notion that punishment might ensue.
Every problem had a solution, however belabored.


Working together they broke down their data
back to its sources, isolated errors and made several more phone calls inside
and outside the city to confirm and update their information. There was much
shouting over the lines, back and forth, especially with the divisional
maintenance crews that had been in charge of the materiel under Gowon, and were
clearly unhappy with this level of scrutiny being brought upon them.


Thankfully, the staff was used to working
over the lines. 


Over the past two days they had been forced
to gather data like this, talking with logistics and maintenance crews, with
administration officials, with union managers, all of it over the radio, in the
middle of evacuations, working out of the back of Madiha’s trucks. To do the
same but in a comfortable office was child’s play in comparison.


Finally they were able to work out a much
more accurate account of what Battlegroup Ox actually had to work with.
Parinita wrote “793/217/490” next to Goblin tanks, for operational / undergoing repair / mechanical
losses on her
Table of Equipment and Organization. Similar but much smaller numbers arose for
the Orc tanks. Spare parts availability for the Sharabha half-tracked truck was squared out.
Fuel consumption and fuel availability for the diesel-engine tanks was
determined. 


In about an hour and spare change they had
mostly fixed the data. 


Parinita thanked Bhishma and his aides, and
humbly they bowed their heads before they hurried out of the office and back to
their original posts to continue their work.


Much of the morning was spent the same way. 


Parinita looked over the work of her
colleagues, cross-referencing sources and summarizing the information to produce
Madiha’s Table of Organization and Equipment. Parinita was one woman, head of a
staff, and a lot of the work on the document had been delegated. Much the same
as she supported Madiha, who was just one woman and could never research and
consume all of this data alone, her own staff gathered information to support
her. Her logistics personnel, her administration personnel, her operational
personnel; their disparate handwriting traded places across all these
documents. 


They worked relentlessly. She was supposed to
have a staff of 70 to 100 people in war-time, including personal aides; there
was no time to recruit more hands, so she made do with 30 people, and she was
forced put in a lot of overtime work herself.


She started two days ago; now the table neared
completion. After going through a stack of papers and figuring out a glaring
discrepancy in the terms being used to refer to the formations documented
therein, she put down three radar “units” each consisting, sadly, of only a
single truck, into the ToOE. This detail completed the regional structure for
the forces defending Bada Aso. Parinita had finished the product on time.


Parinita pulled up the papers and stared at
them, half in a daze, numbers and figures still dancing in her head. This was
her contribution to the war. 


While her comrades prepared to die, she
counted, and she wrote.


Sometimes it felt pathetic; but it was also
all she could do. 


And she wanted, desperately, to help.


She picked up the phone again and dialed the
communications staff. 


“We’ve got a Table ready to
disseminate.”


“Yes ma’am, I will send someone to collect
it. We’re still working on the printer.”


“No problem. Give my congratulations and
thanks to everybody.”


She hung up the phone, and some childish part
of her wanted to toss all of the documents, to throw them into the air like
confetti, to kick down all the stacks and roll around in them like fallen
leaves. But she couldn’t; this all had to go to Archives.


Instead she settled for knocking the phone
off her desk with a mischievous giggle.


Promptly there was a knock on the door. 


An expressionless KVW guard entered the room
and saluted her. 


Parinita stood up from behind the desk,
feeling a cracking sensation in her back and knees as she moved. Cheerful and
with a mind still bouncy and high with a sense of accomplishment, she
approached him and exchanged pleasantries – a strange event when it came to
dealing with the deadpan KVW, whom she had trouble reading.


“Hujambo Gange, what’s new
since I last left the comms office?” She said jokingly.


“Hujambo. I am here to collect some
documents.” Gange said. 


His tone of voice was terse and dry though
not in a rude way; KVW people had a knack for sounding both apathetic and
courteous. Parinita handed him the documents, which he carried in his open arms
as though he were a human library rack. 


“Also: a shower-head was installed in the
second floor bathroom.” Gange said.


Parinita smiled. “Ah, thanks Gange! Now I can
freshen up!”


She clapped her hands happily. 


Gange bowed his head deferentially, turned on
his feet, and left.


Parinita was not far behind him. 


She picked up the phone, tidied the desk a
bit, and went on her own way.


The newly-formed Battlegroup Ox Headquarters
Company had chosen to establish themselves in a four-story rectangular school
building looming over a fork in the road toward the north-center of the city.
The building’s forward-facing windows gave the occupiers a sight-line several
kilometers to the south, east and north. 


It was perfect not just for an HQ, but to
defend the main street. 


All of the front offices bristled with
machine guns and even a few 45mm anti-tank guns painstakingly pushed up the
stairs. Soldiers worked in the forward-facing rooms, piling sandbags around
window frames and walls to provide additional protection against machine gun
and anti-tank fire. An 82mm mortar had also been set up on the roof.


Lovingly, many of the workers referred to the
place as “Madiha’s House” though the commander had not yet caught on to the
nickname. Parinita had given the order to “decorate Madiha’s house to the best
of their ability” last night, and it had stuck since then.


Defensive emplacements in front provided
obvious targets to assaulting enemy forces, so the headquarters staff worked
out of the back. Overnight, dozens of people gave up sleep in order to prepare
the space for the interminable hours of work that would surely follow. 


Staff members and troops relocated piles of
office supplies, heavy old file cabinets, typewriters and radios to the
classrooms. They combed the building for anything useful and dragged it toward
the back. Parinita mostly cheered on those stronger than her. 


Ultimately she had gotten about three hours
of sleep in a stretcher she had pilfered from the school’s clinic, while her
writing desk was taken from downstairs and pushed up.


Thankfully, Parinita had done enough work to
not feel completely worthless.


Having, in her mind, earned a good shower and
a little more rest, Parinita took a flight of stairs down from the third to the
second floor, where she heard a bit of a racket. She found a few members of her
staff struggled to push a printing press the size of a large office desk into
one of the classrooms. Once used to reproduce educational materials, they could
now put it to work printing military literature. They had found it in one of
the front offices, and had spent the better part of the night and morning
relocating it to a safe place. 


Parinita congratulated them on their progress
so far and left them to their devices, squeezing past them, around the corner
and into the adjoining hall with the bathroom.


Outside of it she found a rather
moist-looking Madiha sitting on the floor.


 She
was fully dressed but only half-awake.


“Hujambo!” Parinita said. 


“Hujambo,” Madiha half-heartedly
replied, “I apologize for my current state.”


“Things finally caught up to you, huh?”
Parinita said. “You should’ve slept.”


Madiha breathed in deep. “I went under the
hot water and now I feel terribly sleepy.”


“Tut tut. You’ve got a busy day today, Major,
you can’t just sleep in.” Parinita said, gently and cheerfully ribbing Madiha.
“We have to meet Kimani at the rail yard, and inspect the anti-air defenses and
the port. I can’t do that alone you know!”


“As of late I have come to regret much.”
Madiha said, half through a long yawn.


Parinita beamed and patted her on the
shoulder. “Take a little nap, I won’t tell anyone.”


There was a sense of relief, seeing Madiha
this way. 


Her eyes were in good condition. Parinita
could not see the flames behind her eyes. They came and they went from the
Major, working in ways no one knew. Thankfully they were dull now and Parinita
did not need to worry. She could leave the commander there and know that she
would not soon burn in her own flame as those old legends said.


Such thoughts were alien at first; now they
flowed naturally with her new, strange task.


Past her commander, Parinita entered the
bathroom and found the installation of the shower had been as barbaric as she
had imagined. They had battered the sink off the wall and left it in a corner,
and attached an extension to the water pipe that led up to an ordinary faucet.
Sighing heavily, Parinita closed the door behind herself, undressed, and stood
under the rushing water for a few minutes, scrubbing herself with hard bar of
soap. 


She understood how Madiha felt after a while.



Hot water pounding her head and back, steam
rising all around; it was soporific.


When next she opened the door, she too was
half asleep and barely through dressing herself. Gently she laid next to her
commander, and they nodded off together.










21-AG-30
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When Parinita first joined the army she was
barely an adult, yet she could hardly read or write. To the callous Empire the
education of the lower class was an afterthought; to the bold revolutionary in
the civil war, the education of the lower class was an abstract thing that
should first and foremost serve the revolution; when the socialists picked
things up afterwards, they had a lot of ground to cover. Parinita was seven
years old when she first spoke, and ten years old when she learned to read. Her
early childhood had been chaotic.


Never had she been a prodigy, or outstanding
in any way. To her, the military’s slogans appealed: “First and foremost a
comrade; first and foremost in service of socialism.” It was noble and
dignified in a way her life had never been until she joined.


It’s not like she had anything else to turn
to for a future.


After graduating and earning her rank,
Parinita had always worked diligently and put in the required effort to
complete her tasks. There was a sense of tedium sometimes, but it came with
casual purpose that motivated her to continue. 


On some level she enjoyed the work she did.
But there was a new sensation, now both terrifying and powerful, that she felt
while walking astride Major Nakar across Bada Aso, a doomed city standing
ominously still before a rising tide of flames. She brimmed with a strange, new
purpose that made her old reality feel unreal.


She remembered the cackling words of her
grandmother: you will see those eyes burning her alive,
and like me you will be a witness to history. Was it on some level
just inevitable that time would pass and slowly Madiha would die in front of
her eyes?


Thankfully her days were distracting enough
to keep those thoughts away.


Outside a car had been prepared for them.
After their impromptu nap, a refreshed Major Nakar (she preferred just Madiha, but propriety made
demands) bid farewell to the headquarters and ushered Parinita outside with her
to conduct the long business ahead of them. First they drove out toward
the airport in the northeastern district of the city. 


For once, traffic was a little stiff; KVW
Police from the city had been posted at key roads to direct the hundreds of
trucks, tanks, tractors, bikes, horses and other vehicles on the asphalt.
Everyone was in a hurry, and everyone’s tasks were important. Madiha waited
patiently behind the convoys that, by her words, had been organized and put to
work.


While they waited they went over the day’s
business. Kimani and the evacuation; the Revenant, a large vessel in
the port that Admiral Qote had given them command over; Anti-Air defenses
organizing across the city; and the radar units in the airport.


“Each of these ‘radar units’ is actually a
truck, according to this report?” Madiha asked.


Parinita nodded. “Well, the truck’s not
alone. There are eight folks working inside.”


“So that’s why it was labeled a ‘unit’ I
suppose. I had hoped we had more equipment.”


“Radar is a very new technology, I’m afraid.”
Parinita said. “Those three trucks are it.”


“At least we have some means of detection.
Better than staring skyward for days.”


Parinita stared at the sky. Any second now
she could have heard a plane swooping.


“They’ll be hitting us soon, won’t they?” She
said, in an idle, ponderous tone.


“We will interrogate that once we have the
equipment available to do so.”


“Yeah. That’s right. We’ll be ready for them,
I’m sure of it.” Parinita said.


She said this as much for herself as for
Madiha. She needed to hear it. She only wished it had not been herself who said
it. Coming from her it was less encouraging by an order of magnitude. There was
no power in her that could sway these events.


They endured the traffic and worked their way
further north. Soon the roads widened enough that they were free from the
two-lane clog and could drive more leisurely. Bada Aso Air Base was outside the
thickly urbanized areas in the center, northeast and south of the city. Nearer
to the coast, the terrain became comparatively open. 


Once a place of old capitalist villas with
wide acreage, broad greens and a commanding view of the ocean, it had been
enclosed just a bit when the opulent villas were demolished and the housing,
factories, and social infrastructure went up to support a population of equal
comrades. But the blocks were much less dense, and there was still grass and
loose, natural dirt straddling the road and street. One could still get that
commanding view of the ocean, but only by climbing a rooftop, or driving past
the district and into the bay proper.


“Parinita,” Madiha began, while keeping her
eyes on the road. 


She let the statement hang.


“Yes?” Parinita said, smiling and friendly.


“I wanted to thank you for the work you’ve
done. All the reorganization I desired demanded a lot from you and your staff.
I did not ask you to undergo these tribulations lightly, and I could not
provide you any aid. Your efforts have been splendid.”


Parinita was surprised to receive thanks.
 


She smiled and she held back a fit of giggling
from Madiha’s long, discursive way of speaking. She couldn’t have just said a
‘thank you’ or a ‘congratulations’! Though the Major had claimed her words
sounded unnatural and inhuman, Parinita did not think she had ever heard
someone in the military speak in a more genuine fashion than Madiha. It was a
quirk, a bit of her nature that war had done nothing to change. It was like a
window to her heart. She had to revise just how much different Madiha was than
other officers.


“Thank you! I am happy to help my comrades in
the ways that I can.” Parinita replied.


“To each according to his ability.” Madiha
said. She was smiling, too. How rare! “I am glad to have you. Doubtful that I
will find the time to properly address each member, so I must also ask you to
please relay to the general staff my congratulations as well.”


“I will! They will be happy to hear it. All
the raw data came from them.” Parinita said.


Madiha nodded. “There will be Honors awarded
as well, if we survive the ordeal.”


They rolled right over this grim reminder in
their conversation, their spirits temporarily too high for it to affect them.
This spectre of death was too weak to spear their hearts at that moment. After
this they would all survive and they would all definitely buy themselves something
nice from the restricted goods store with their Honors, war be damned! 


Both of them even shared a little laugh about
it as they drove. 


Parinita was already planning what to do with
her prize. Surely there was a good camera she could buy, whether it be a film
or photo camera, whatever was available.


“I have not an inkling of what I would want
to buy.” Madiha said.


“How about nice clothes? Are you a fluffy
dress or a fancy suit sort of woman?”


“I believe I am a military uniform kind of
woman.” Madiha awkwardly replied.


Parinita rubbed shoulders with her. “So you
have an excuse to try them both on!”


Both of them were soon laughing like small
girls. 


It had become a rather pleasant drive.


Bada Aso Air Base was itself a monumental
site compared to the confines of much of the city. The base was surrounded by
high fences and barbed wire and its runways spanned almost a kilometer in
length. There were four wide parallel runways, and several buildings, including
the main control office for the base. A high capacity runway and several
hangars and warehouses would have made it a perfect host for 10,000-plus
kilogram transport and passenger aircraft, but there were no large guests in
sight during Madiha and Parinita’s visit. 


Solstice was still much more used to conducting
its heavy transport using its large rail network, and its fleet of 300 or so
cargo planes was contributing little to the operation.


In fact there were few planes on-hand in
general. Madiha had ordered most of the small craft to evacuate further north
and quickly reestablish themselves, away from potential Luftlotte assault, but
close enough to respond in time to a threat on the city. 


As they drove to the back of the airport they
saw a skeleton screw on the runways, performing maintenance on a squadron of Anka biplanes that had been left in the
base. These planes were going on seven years old now. They boasted a gulled
wooden upper wing and a flat lower wing, with a body of mixed steel and
duralumin. A skilled pilot could make them sing, but Parinita knew they were
relics compared to Nochtish planes.


Crew on the runway stopped to wave at their
car. Madiha and Parinita waved back.


There was a smaller hangar straddling the
back wall where a group of people had been waiting for them. Madiha parked the
car just outside the location and stepped out, and they were greeted by a
handsome young man with dark brown skin who was dressed quite sharply in a suit
and a tie, and had gelled his dark hair back sleek and shiny. 


He addressed them from his wheelchair, and
there was another young man following behind him, a colleague gently pushing
the chair wherever needed. Behind the two of them a group of aides opened the
hangar and drove out to the runway a long truck with a sizeable aerial
projecting from the roof over its bed. The aerial was several meters tall.


“Thank you for visiting us, Major,” said the
young man, shaking Madiha’s hand, “I am Chief Technology Officer Parambrahma.
This is my colleague Narayam. And behind us is the ARG-2 or Argala. We
are ready to demonstrate its operation.”


Madiha bowed her head, a little lower than
normal due to the difference in height.


“Thank you for having me Officer Parambrahma,
Narayam.” Madiha replied. Perhaps a little too humbly for the commander of an
army, but that was not a bad thing, Parinita thought. “Is this vehicle our
radar unit? Could you describe its function?”


“Certainly.”


Narayam pushed Officer Parambrahma closer to
the truck, and Madiha and Parinita followed them. An aide opened the back of
the truck, which was built like a chamber moreso than a standard cargo bed,
enclosed with walls and ceiling and a door. 


From inside the truck a ramp was pushed out,
so that the vehicle became accessible to the C.T.O’s wheelchair, and together
the posse climbed into the back of the vehicle. It was dim inside, and would be
very dark indeed had the back door been shut and the ramp closed. 


Visibility was provided almost exclusively by
the lights on various consoles, and especially by an array of cathode ray tube
screens that projected green color that, upon closer inspection, seemed to form
a long scale, with lines superimposed on the screen that gave it a scale.
Parinita examined the screens, and found the scale was in kilometers.


“Here is where the science of radar becomes
something coherent to human eyes.” Parambrahma said. “Essentially, this truck
will send out a wave, and then wait for that wave to bounce back to it, and
here we can draw some crucial information.” 


Narayam happily pushed the C.T.O closer to
the CRT screens, and Parambrahma tapped on one to demonstrate, “On this screen,
the presence of an object in the sky will be indicated by a blip on the screen,
and we can determine its distance from us using the scale printed on the
console. Thus we can be alerted to the presence of incoming aircraft.”


“Interesting,” Madiha said, “So from how far
away can we detect incoming aircraft?”


“Depending on the target’s altitude, around
100 kilometers. Continuous detection and true distance is a little unreliable
right now, unfortunately. So while it cannot act as a guide for gunnery quite
yet, I believe it can provide an invaluable service to the city nonetheless.”


Madiha nodded. It was not perfect, but it was
better than she expected nonetheless.


“A hundred kilometers should be more than
enough to give us an effective early warning.” She said. “We can scramble
aircraft in response with that lead. You have three units of ARG-2s, correct?
Do you have the crew to operate them all at once?”


Narayam spoke up then. “We have enough crew,
but only one C.T.O.” He said sadly.


“That’s fine.” Madiha replied. “I require two
of the units in the southern districts, and one near Ganesha Arithmetic and
Reading College. C.T.O Parambrahma can supervise them via radio from the
Battlegroup HQ in the school. I’ll give him the equipment.”


“I can try.” Parambrahma said. “However, if
something goes awry at a station–”


“We shall live with that.” Madiha
interrupted. She tipped her head toward Parinita. “Ask Chief Warrant Officer
Maharani for a copy of our operational plans, and organize your units to
provide as much range along the south, around the coast, and over the Kalu.”


“Will do.” Parambrahma said. “You sure get to
business quickly, Major. It took months of my time to convince your predecessor
that Radar even worked as I purported it did. You on the other hand accept it
immediately. I was wondering if you would have liked a demonstration of the
system; we have an Anka ready around here somewhere.”


Parinita thought a test seemed sensible
enough, but Madiha shook her head in response.


“You seem like a bright young man, C.T.O. I
will put my faith in you.”


“I hope, if the system succeeds, we shall
have your backing for future resources?”


Parambrahma had a big grin on his face, and
Narayam seemed cheerful as well.


“For whatever my opinion is worth, if your
system contributes to our survival, I shall support you.” Madiha replied.
Parinita wondered how people interpreted the current political situation;
Madiha’s word might not be worth anything in the near future. 


In fact it might soon be worth a negative
amount should the Civil Council decide to act out against her for the takeover
of the city. Whether or not this was running through anyone’s minds in the room
but her own, Parinita did not know. Madiha quickly returned them to the
business at hand. “Right now though, I must ask you to set aside future
ambition and focus on giving me as much coverage of the Dominance map as you
can.” She said.


“Of course. I work within the military
structure exclusively. I’ve developed many theories for the deployment of the
ARG-2 in military combat. I can assure you that Nocht will not enter our skies
without our knowledge once the ARG-2s are operational.”


Madiha nodded. Parinita could only hope Nocht
was not flying overhead right then. If a bomb fell, she thought perhaps she
would leap atop Madiha, and try to protect her from the blast. That was all she
thought she could do. Perhaps Madiha would even live.
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Once their business at the airport concluded,
the next stop for the Commander and her secretary was the main rail yard in the
northeast district, where trains came and went. 


Kimani should be waiting for them there. 


Yesterday Madiha had selected her to oversee
the deployment of Ox in Lt. Purana’s place, and in tandem, to oversee the
evacuation. After the councilors were shipped off, Kimani had been absorbed in
this work and spent much of her time in the rail station.


Madiha knew Kimani wanted no part in the
battlegroup command. At first she thought the reasons had been political,
despite her saying otherwise. It was difficult to believe that she could
consider Madiha more qualified for this task. Clearly it would have been
outrageous for the inspector to take over herself, so she left a reliable old
friend, Madiha, to take the reins symbolically. That emphatic support must have
been meant to help Madiha cope with the political realities of the situation.
However it was more and more borne out that Kimani truly believed what she said
at the border and that Madiha had misread her intentions. Politics or not,
Kimani was leaving full command of Ox to her, without strings.


Though she did not understand the decision,
Madiha had no real choice in it.


Rails stretching from the east, north and
south converged on Yhana station’s multiple platforms, feeding Bada Aso
materials bound for factories and for the port, and taking from the city large
amounts of fish and industrial goods from its factories. 


Most of those factories were shipping out in
pieces when Madiha arrived. 


Vast and entirely open to the air, the
station was incredibly busy. 


Hundreds of workers loaded trains with tools
and machines stripped from evacuated factories, and unloaded materiel that had
been evacuated to the city from across the Dominance. Soon as Madiha parked the
car she saw a train depart loaded with half-built trucks from the auto factory;
and another train arriving full of tanks.


“Madiha, what are those? I’ve never seen that
tank pattern before.” Parinita asked.


“It’s a Hobgoblin,
they’re a new type commissioned by the KVW.” Madiha replied, staring at the
train. She was puzzled. Who brought them here? “The 3rd KVW Motor Rifles had a
small battalion of them as support, but I was not expecting to see any more.”


“Inspector Kimani is meeting us here, so I
assume she must have gotten them for us.”


They approached the military cargo train, and
took a closer look at the cars. 


It was quite a long train, and loaded with
over forty of the tanks. 


They were far more impressive that the boxy
Orcs or the small and outdated Goblins. 


Colored a dull, fresh-out-of-the-factory
green, the Hobgoblins had thicker
armor in the front than either of the two common tank patterns, boasting a
sloped glacis and a new turret, mounted closer to the front of the tank and
composed of slanted armor plates with a tough, bulging gun mantlet. This tank
could withstand much more punishment than the barely-armored Goblins. Armed
with a medium-barreled 76mm gun, it boasted firepower unlike any other piece of
Ayvartan armor. It mounted two Krodha machine
guns as well, one on the front of the vehicle and one coaxial to the 76mm gun,
to round out its impressive armament. Like the Orc, this was a medium
tank, but it was much more effective in the role, being faster,
better armored, and state of the art. There was not a tank like it.


Parinita whistled, admiring the new tanks.
“To think we have a weapon like this.”


“Without the Civil Council behind it,
production has been limited.” Madiha explained.


“Why don’t they support it? It seems far
better than the Goblins.”


“Demilitarization; it’s a KVW project, so
they see it as pointless and wasteful.”


Madiha crossed the length of the platform,
and found an additional three cars at the back of the train, carrying five
tanks that she did not recognize at all. 


These were significantly larger than the Hobgoblins, with boxier riveted
turrets that ended in a large, blunt counterweight. While the weaponry was
similar, the tracks were longer, with eight, larger road wheels rather than the
seven smaller ones on a Hobgoblin. If a Hobgoblin was a medium tank, certainly
this model was a Heavy tank. Madiha guessed it must have
weighed several more tonnes than a Hobgoblin, and a Hobgoblin already weighed 26
tonnes! Parinita knocked on the armor with her knuckles, in awe of its size.


“I take it you know as much about this one as
I do.” Parinita said.


“I have never seen anything of its kind.”
Madiha said.


They stepped off the platform and approached
some of the laborers. From the glowing rings around their eyes Madiha
recognized them as KVW agents. They quickly pointed out the next platform,
where the automobile factory equipment was being loaded onto a train. 


There Madiha found Kimani, signing off on the
transport manifest and watching the work of both trains carry on. Tanks started
to be crewed and unloaded little by little using ramps and heavy platform
cranes. Kimani thought nothing of Madiha’s presence until she exhausted other
things to pay attention, and then she greeted her apathetically. 


“Afternoon, Major. How stand things? Have you
visited the air defenses or the port?”


“What are those tanks, Kimani? Those larger
ones?” Madiha demanded.


Changing the topic did not appear to faze
Kimani. She responded to the questions as though the conversation had flowed
naturally from her greeting. “A pick-me-up from Solstice. They’re a new Heavy
tank pattern, called the Ogre. Fresh off factories in
Jaati.”


Growing irritated, Madiha pressed her. “Why
do we have them here?”


“I assume they will be firing at other
tanks.” Kimani casually said.


“That’s not what I mean.” Madiha said. “I
don’t appreciate you being coy.”


“I apologize if this upsets you, Major.”
Kimani said. “I hesitate to mention that the 5th KVW Mechanized is joining us
soon as well. I desire to command them in the defense of the Kalu to protect
your flank. I hope that is not a problem. The KVW is simply gathering allies
and materiel to support your plans. Nobody means for this to undermine you.”


Parinita raised her hands in sudden distress.



“Now my table of organization has to be
redone!” She shouted. She sounded like she was about to cry. Kimani and Madiha
both stared at her, and she started to sob.


Madiha could see that Kimani was trying to
protect her. And on some level, she wanted protection, but not in the way
Kimani wanted to provide it. She wanted her here,
in the city. Close enough to advise Madiha should she lose her way. Not in
the hills running a delaying action within a delaying action, losing materiel
so Madiha would have more time to lose her own share of materiel. A kettle
boiled over inside Madiha, a mix of emotions confused and strong that burned at
her heart and brain. Her stress seemed to suddenly multiply. 


She didn’t feel ready for this responsibility.
She could carry out all the tasks that came with it, but when she tried to lift
the entire edifice her spine shuddered from the weight.


Her brain was running away with her. Madiha
felt a burning sensation in her skull.


She tried to stomach it all and continue, as
she seemed to be doing with terrible frequency these days. Feeling anxious
shivers just under her skin, she pushed forward with her original agenda,
mustering as firm and emotionless a voice as she felt she had. 


She had visited the rail yard to quickly
assess the evacuation.


“I put you in charge of overseeing the
evacuation here, so I hope you would complete that work before leaving. So,
with that in mind, tell me: how proceeds the evacuation?” Madiha said. “Are we
moving at a good pace? Could we do any better?”


“We are making as much progress as we are
able to.” Kimani said. “Militarily speaking there are a few stragglers, maybe
two or three Companies worth that simply haven’t made it back. I believe air
patrols might have gotten them. Where materiel and civilian evacuations are
concerned, we have about 80% of our vehicles accounted for, and our supplies
have been distributed along the city and are hidden underground or in caches to
hopefully survive bombing. It also appears that our rail capacity is at its
limits. Already the councilors that we evacuated yesterday are marooned in the
Tambwe Dominance with thousands of other refugees for the next week or so,
because we need the lines clear for industrial evacuation toward and beyond Solstice.
Tambwe is the major chokepoint for traffic right now. No matter what we do
here, Ayvarta as a whole cannot do any better.”


Madiha felt a pang of guilt for Chakrani. “I
assume the council will be provided for.”


“Obviously they won’t starve; whether they’ll
have nice offices is another story.”


“So it is out of our hands to move the
evacuation any faster?” Madiha asked.


“Committing more resources is untenable. Let
the unions handle it from here.”


Delegating sounded good. It was a bit less
weight on Madiha’s shoulders.


“Speaking of, is the Port Worker’s Union
willing to become city authority?” She said.


“I’m afraid the union has voted to evacuate.
You are still in charge.” Kimani said.


Madiha sighed. “Find me another union. I
don’t desire to rule this city any longer.”


Kimani’s expression turned to the closest
thing to a smile that Madiha had ever seen on her. Kimani stared at her,
directly into her eyes, and laid hands on her shoulders as though preparing to
pull her into an embrace that she knew would not be returned. Madiha did not
understand the expression. Was this some kind of a joke to her? 


Was she condescending to Madiha? It didn’t
make sense.


“You’ll deal with the responsibility well.
I’m sure of it, Major. May I return to work?”


Stunned, incapable of reading the situation
any longer, Madiha simply nodded her head, knowing that she would make no
headway talking to the Inspector any more. 


Kimani, with that unfamiliar expression,
turned on her heels and crossed the tracks to supervise the unloading of the
tanks. Her stride and stature was unshaken by the conversation. She walked tall
and confident as ever, as though it was any other day.


Madiha wanted to scream at her. Do you or do
you not want to protect me? Do you or you do not care about me? But she had
that common sensation that the words coming from her mouth would be different
and worse. So she let it all go. There was no point.


Behind her, Parinita sulked at the prospect
of having to produce another entirely new Table of Organization and Equipment
to accommodate the new equipment.


“You do not have to incorporate them.” Madiha
said.


Parinita perked up at once hearing those
words.


Putting her mind off the disastrous spiral of
thoughts that threatened to consume it, Madiha returned to the car and drove
herself and Parinita around the designated air defense zones in the city. She
had been meaning to make an appearance at a few of them. Though their
coordination was out of her hands, she had given overall guidelines and felt it
would help the troops to see her actively involved in their training and
readiness.


It was a simple plan, largely because air
defense with their equipment would not have benefited from a genius sleight.
Barrage balloons had begun going up over precious areas of the city, dragging
steel cables that would make the air around them a hazardous terrain for craft,
but there were not enough of them to make a world of difference. Madiha ordered
the balloons they had to be raised over important monuments and buildings. 


Guns still made up the bulk of the air
defense.


In parks, on rooftops, along large
intersections and broad thoroughfares, they had established searchlights and
anti-aircraft posts. Powerful 85mm guns would put in the bulk of the
anti-bomber work, with their delayed-action explosives and higher combat
ceiling. To cover for their slower rate of fire, each team of three 85mm guns
partnered with two 57mm guns and some 37mm guns. These smaller guns would
engage lower altitude targets.


All of these guns were relatively new and technically
sound, but unproven. Ayvarta’s cities had never needed to fend off a sustained
aerial attack, and like their Infantry and Armored formations, their
Anti-Aircraft Batteries had seen no real combat.


Compounding these problems was the fact that
all of their positions were completely fixed in the grand scheme of things.
Their only mobile anti-aircraft defense was a platoon of trucks armed with
quad-mount machine guns on their open beds. Operated by two soldiers, these
were nothing more than four Krodha heavy machine guns
firing 7.62x54mm rounds, stuck together on a mount and mechanically tethered so
they would all fire at once. It was unwieldy and the round had poor impact and
range compared to real AA guns. 


While there had been some suggestions with regards
to mounting a real AA gun on a tank turret, nothing had been done about it. At
best she could hitch her heavy guns to trucks and drag them between positions,
but this took so long that changes to the defensive plan could not be feasibly
made in the middle of an air battle. In desperation she could also bolt a gun
to the bed of a truck, but this feat of engineering was sloppy and unsound.


Her plan called for the guns to be dispersed
to cover as much of the air as possible.


Inevitably, as some sectors faced stronger
air presence than others, these would be forced to engage disproportionately
larger amounts of aircraft. Perhaps her strange powers could support those
forced to carry that burden, when the time to do so came.


In the northern district, a large urban park
had been quickly taken over by an anti-air battery. Here Lt. Bogana oversaw
deployment of a battery of three 85mm guns, five 57mm and three 37mm guns, each
with a crew of four to six people to load, traverse, fire and an additional,
relatively more experienced gun commander who would handle communication and
complex sighting. Together they would cover a whole neighborhood from air
attack.


Bogana had survived the battle along the
border with Cissea several days ago, where Madiha had relied on him to command
guns holding a hilltop along the border against an armored assault. He had met
her expectations then, and she had elevated him to the role of battlegroup
artillery commander and gun crew trainer, a demanding task.


He was pleased with her visit. When he saw
her car driving up the multi-purpose path along the center of the park, Bogana
had everyone stand in attention.


“Greetings, Major!” He said. “The 6th Ox
Anti-Air Battery is at your disposal!”


Behind him the men and women (some closer
to boys
and girls) saluted at once.


“Thank you!” Madiha replied. “I am pleased
with your dedication and discipline, comrades. While I speak with your
commanding officer, please ready your guns for a fire exercise. I hope to
impart some of my own knowledge to you this day.”


Parinita had a clipboard in her hand and
seemed to be pretending that she was busy.


“Hear that comrades? Bring out the air
targets and the launcher!” Bogana called out.


Everyone seemed excited, especially the
younger soldiers. They looked as though they had been biting their nails
waiting for a chance to get behind their guns. They quickly scrambled to their
positions and prepared themselves, while Bogana’s aides crewed a small aircraft
catapult from the back of a nearby truck.
This launcher would deploy small wooden planes, launching them one at a time
straight into the air to serve as the “fast moving” targets for practice. Kites
were gathered as well to represent “slow moving” targets. 


From afar it probably looked like a hobbyist
gathering in the middle of the park: flying kites, tossing gliders, having fun.
Though perhaps the cannons ruined the imagery.


There was a lot of energy in the air, and
Madiha was glad for it.


Even Parinita found something to do. 


She produced a stopwatch and had begun
“gathering data.”


At first Madiha knew precious little in
detail about crewing an anti-air gun, but the moment she laid hands on one of
the guns she knew that she would not fail to employ it correctly. Ever since
she was a child, that was one thing that never flitted out of her memory, one
thing she could hold on to and know for certain. She would pick up a weapon and
never fail to employ it. In visiting the battery, she hoped to test those out
of body experiences of hers with multiple people and more complex gunnery, as
well as play the good commander.


Instruction was a good cover: she figured if
she used her ability in the future, soldiers would not be so keen to suspect
the rapid improvement in their aim if they had previously received training.
They would believe they had improved organically.


While the gun crews prepared, Lt. Bogana
beckoned Madiha aside.


“Great to see you here major. Lt. Purana and
I have been spreading the word about you, and how you took command in the
border, and I think it will do our comrades good to see their commander walking
among them in these uncertain times.”


“Your support is invaluable.” Madiha said.
“How are the troops holding up?”


“Most of them know up from down, at least,
and they’re keeping busy enough. I’ve heard a couple words of discontent, but I
sorted them out right quick. I think most people just don’t know what makes a
good commander these days. We barely ever got see or hear a word from Gowon,
but when we most needed it, you were right there. Folks around here might
silently doubt you, but the people at the border, we know, Major.”


Madiha wondered what exactly she did that was
so revolutionary. 


At the border she gave simple instructions
that basically any commander should have known. Lt. Purana had gathered much of
the gun line on his own. When she took command she barked orders that should
have been instinctual. Fire at the enemy, hold the line, hit the sides of
tanks, organize artillery and fight back; what part of this made her a good
commander? She was not about to give herself undue credit for that.


Of course she could not doubt herself in
front of the troops, so she graciously accepted every compliment Lt. Bogana
wanted to throw her way. However she could not help but wonder if it was her
strange power that influenced them. Perhaps her only genius was being born some
kind of monster, and not anything learned or practiced. 


Perhaps it was nothing that she could be
proud of.


She knew so little about what was happening
to her. 


Never had she been so uncertain about
everything.


“Thank you.” She said. “Keep the troops
focused Lieutenant, but please do not be harsh to those who disagree with me. I
can understand their point of view. I have already taken actions and made
decisions that I know I will regret, and be made to regret further.”


“Well, it’s not as if I am swatting their
heads. But it’s important they respect you.”


“Avoid pushing the subject too far. I hope to
win them over in time.” Madiha said.


“I understand.” Lt. Bogana said. “I’m sure it
will happen once the cheese starts frying.”


Madiha feigned a little laughter at his
metaphor. 


Parinita, meanwhile, laughed raucously.


Soon the demonstration was ready. First the
crews fired at large kites and balloons, hitched on tough cables and thrown
into the strong wind around Bada Aso. They were raised to different altitudes,
some several kilometers high. Crates of practice ammunition with low amounts of
explosive were cracked open and the rounds distributed among the crews. They
would explode, but less violently than real ammunition. 


When enough targets had gone up, and enough
ammo around, Madiha blew a whistle to order the crews to begin firing. At once
the battery lit up the sky – for a very restrained definition of ‘lit up.’ It
was not a terribly impressive showing. 


Crew performance was extremely homogenous
against the relatively stationary kites and balloons: the inexperienced crews
encountered similar problems when loading and firing the smaller 37mm as they
did loading the larger 57mm and 85mm. 


As such none of the guns covered each other;
furthermore Madiha found them all aiming at the same targets and altitudes. She
saw tracers fly quite sloppily overhead.


“Comrades, do not aim directly at the
targets!” Madiha shouted in a firm but well-meaning voice during the exercise.
She had noticed all of the crews traversing their guns and trying to aim
directly for the stationary targets. It was a very bad habit to pick up, as it
would lead them to waste time trying to score direct hits as if they were
shooting at a tank with AP rounds. “In a real combat situation you would be
firing high explosives! It is fine to ‘miss’ because the fragmentation will
harm the target on a close ‘miss’. Shoot near your target, lead into it.
Furthermore, 37mm guns should aim at the lowest altitude targets, while
the 85mm guns should focus on the highest altitude targets. Let me show you!”


Madiha rushed toward one of the guns and
placed herself among the crews. 


When she closed in on a 37mm gun, the second
her fingers brushed the metal she was already adept with it. All of the
information came to her immediately. She picked up a shell, loaded it,
traversed the gun with the help of the crew, and she opened fire. She “missed”
one of the low-flying kites, but the small fireworks pop from the gun struck
it. From the 37mm she hopped to an 85mm and repeated the process. Within
moments everyone in the park was clamoring for the commander to help them with
their own gunnery.


Her insights were limited, she thought, and
this was all basic stuff. 


But everyone was impressed.


“Let us pass on the kites,” Madiha called out
to Lieutenant Bogana, “Launch the moving targets, and load some real ammunition
this time. They need to see the effect their real rounds will have. I think
that will do far better to prepare them.”


Lt. Bogana grinned. “You’re in for a treat,
troops.” He called out.


The target
truck drove out of the park and out into the street, towing a cart
full of extra planes. An aide pushed a wheeled table with several radio
consoles out into the field. 


Bogana took one of the consoles, and from it
he could control the little planes sent out from the catapult, via radio-remote-control, a
relatively new technology that had found little military use save for target
practice. He seemed quite enthused.


From what Parinita told her about the little
targets, Madiha understood why live fire exercises on moving targets such as
these were not often performed under Gowon’s leadership. Certainly it seemed
wasteful to destroy these clever little machines using live ammunition. But the
experience would be invaluable for the crews. It had to be done.


Honking the truck’s horn, the aides signaled
to the crews their intention to launch. 


They raised the catapult ramp and launched
the first plane into the sky. 


Lt. Bogana twisted knobs and pulled on sticks
on the console, causing the plane to zip around in the air. It was small
compared to real piloted plane; about the size of a human being, and also
slower than a real plane. Its maneuverability was similar, however.


Madiha joined a 57mm crew and waited for the
plane to fly up two or three kilometers. Still visible against the gray sky,
but a challenging target due to its size, at the limits of her vision. Bogana
banked and dove the craft the way a real plane would attempt, and the crews
were mesmerized by the speed of their new target compared to the ones before.


Again with the help of the crew Madiha lead
her aim onto the target.


The 57mm made a loud snapping sound when it
fired. 


Overhead there was a large explosion and a
cloud of smoke.


Pieces of the little plane fell over the
field a few kilometers away, shredded by fragments. Soldiers began to clap and
cheer for her, clamoring for another go.


She felt quite uncomfortable with the
accolades.


Soon more planes started to go up, and more
consoles brought out to control them, more staff to coordinate the exercise,
and Madiha stepped aside. She had given the crews enough
instruction. Standing back from the guns, she and Parinita watched the
crews open fire. Dozens of shells went up in the air, many overflying their
target and exploding uselessly, many more undershooting, and several exploding
meters away from effective range. Madiha tried to recall the people she had
briefly met while going from gun to gun.


 Names
like Private
Adebe and Sergeant Rutva. Names and ranks, letter by letter, she
concentrated her mind on them. It became easier to lose herself in each name
now that she knew the trick to it, and her ghostly exported self flitted from
person to person with new alacrity: but the impossible task now was seeing
through their eyes.


She felt as though lying down near the ocean,
her body pushed and pulled with the invisible rhythm of the tides. But it was
not the moist, cold embrace of water but fire that swept over her, somehow
exerting strength and heat over her mind and body.


Her consciousness projected outside again.
She had “switched on” her strange power.


At the border she knew she had seen through
the eyes of Private Adesh Gurunath, she had been directly inside of his mind.
Now however she was like a ghost, haunting bodies but unable to emphatically
connect with them. Her point of view floated over and around people but could
not tap into their essence, could not fully immerse herself in them.


Over the shoulder of a certain Private
Panchala she looked up at the plane, and the tendrils sweeping
forth from her pushed his hands, guiding him gently so that he traversed the
gun just enough, so that he helped just enough to load a round faster, so that
the crew could fire – and then hit. Everybody celebrated, congratulating the
crew that scored the hit. Madiha felt the explosion rattle her brains. Her
phantom body both became incredibly heavy and immobile, while also turning
fluid and incoherent. It was distressing.


Her vision swam, and she got the sudden, sick
sensation of seeing her body from outside it. Yet her body was also seeing, and
it saw the projection, like a wraith of smoke, like the outline of a body cast
by the only light in a dark room. She felt disoriented.


It was her and it wasn’t. It looked at her,
and she looked at herself.


This was the monster inside her; was it
becoming easier to control it?


Or was the pain worsening?


Forced back into her flesh, Madiha staggered
back, covering her nose and mouth with her hands. She thought she would bleed
or vomit. She felt her eyes and head burning and her stomach and chest retching
and shuddering as if sucking something down.


Parinita caught her. She had nearly fallen
over from the pain and disorientation.


“Whoa! Major, what’s wrong? Are you hurt?”


“I’m feeling a touch dizzy.” Madiha lied. “It
might be smoke from the shells.”


Parinita withdrew a handkerchief from her
jacket and handed it to Madiha.


“We might want to get going then.” Parinita
said. “We have to go to the port also, remember? And you should talk to a medic
too, I think, if you’re still feeling unwell later. All the stress and lack of
sleep might be catching up to you, Major.”


“A few minutes more. I will be fine.” Madiha
said.


She stood again, and she heard Bogana’s voice
warp and waver as he shouted to continue the exercise. Madiha felt nauseous and
weak as she tried to lose herself again, to separate that avatar of her power
from her flesh. When her perspective ripped from her body and took flight again
it was weak and blurry, its eyesight terribly diminished. 


She reached out to the nearest familiar gun
crew, and she tried to touch all of them at once with her tendrils, but to no
avail. Helplessly Madiha watched her mental appendages dissipate in front of
her, and she found herself propelled again into her body. 


As though struck by a cannonball she fell
back into Parinita once more, who gasped loudly as she caught her weak,
limp-limbed commander for the second time. 


Lt. Bogana noticed the commander’s collapse,
as did many of the soldiers, and he shouted for the gun crews to keep focused
on the sky. Handing his remote control console to a staff member he rushed to
the Major’s side and snapped his fingers near her.


“Commander, can you hear me? We have a clinic
not far from here, are you unwell?”


Madiha’s mind was swimming. She could hardly
see in front of her face, and could barely hear voices speaking to her. Vaguely
conscious of her surroundings, she mustered the presence to shake her head and
say, “I have been working too hard, that is all.”


She would not leave abruptly. She stood
again, on legs that keen observers saw lightly shaking under the weight of her
upright body. Unsupervised, the troops had managed to knock down the test
planes on their own after going through many explosive rounds. 


Lt. Bogana called them to attention again,
and Madiha congratulated them, and reassured them that they were prepared to
face the enemy. She told them to pass on what they had learned to all of their
comrades and to become good officers themselves in the future. Parinita stood
close as the Major spoke, in case her hands were needed. Soldiers clapped for
the Major, though on many faces there was clear concern for their leader.
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“Madiha, are you sure you want to do this? I
think we should go back and rest.” Parinita said. Her stuttering had grown
pronounced, and she was practically shouting every word as though it would be
her last. She was driving, poorly. Constantly correcting and overcorrecting on
the steering wheel and shifting the scout car to the wrong gears. She could
only turn corners by braking to a snail’s pace and accelerating into them
little by little.


 Madiha
would not have been surprised if this was her very first time driving a vehicle
outside of basic instruction. Nonetheless she had insisted in driving, and
insisted that Madiha keep her head tipped back against the seat, with a wet,
warm cloth over her forehead. They ate peanuts, strips of flatbread and dry,
roasted chickpeas out of a box, and it seemed to Madiha that more of the food
flew from the box than was actually eaten.


“Madiha, I asked if you were sure–”


“I’m becoming gradually certain that I do not
want you to drive.” Madiha replied.


Parinita blinked hard and took her eyes off
the road. “Oh, wow; I can’t believe I’d hear a sarcastic joke from you of all
people! I meant if you wanted to go the port or not! Now it’s my turn to tell
to you not to be coy and to consider my words, Madiha!”


“I was not being sarcastic! Please, Parinita,
park the car and surrender the wheel!”


“No! You need to rest. If we’re going to the
port, you need to be fresh and relaxed.”


No sooner had Parinita completed the sentence
that both of them jumped from their seats as the scout car took a sudden bump
in the road very roughly. Parinita hit the steering wheel with her chest, and
Madiha’s head snapped forward and back against the seat. 


Had the road defect been any worse they might
have been completely ejected from the car! It had no canopy and the windshield
was not of great quality.


Still, Parinita refused to cede the wheel to
Madiha. 


She drove them out to the waterfront,
stopping and starting and swerving side to side whenever she sped up, going
over every bang and bump. She had navigated using a map of the city and took
several wrong paths. They were further south than they were meant to, atop the
stone ramparts overlooking the low, sandy beaches of Ayvarta’s western coast.


 Embarrassed but determined, Parinita switched
gears needlessly and drove them up the coastline for forty-five minutes.
Gradually the beach receded, and the water rose. From quite afar they spied the
port along the large artificial harbor, a projection composed of thousands of
tons of concrete straddling the old stone ramparts on the coast.


Building it had been quite a project, and the
Empire did not fully complete it before falling. The Socialist Dominances of Solstice,
however, had quickly finished the job after the Revolution, and for a time had
very busy trade with the outside world.


Almost no commercial vessels occupied the
harbor now. Many had fled.


In their place there was one very visible
heavy cruiser, the Revenant. 


Almost 200 meters across, the Revenant had a
long thick hull, ungainly but reliable and heavily armed. A main turret
containing two 300mm guns was supported by six 37mm guns organized in three
pairs that acted as an anti-air defense, and six 100mm dual-purpose guns
organized in pairs for both air and surface combat, as well as several machine
guns. 


Bristling with weapons, packed with sailors
ready to fight, it was one of the proudest ships of the Ayvartan navy, more
effective perhaps than even its capital ships. 


Parinita whistled again, the same as she did
seeing the tanks. 


Madiha was not planning on keeping this gift.


“Are you feeling hot, Madiha?” Parinita asked
out of the blue.


“No, I am not.” Madiha replied. “I am room
temperature, I suppose.”


“Alright, good. I think your condition is
bettering then.”


“I already told you it was. I’m driving on
the way back.”


They parked along the water and Parinita
offered to help Madiha walk to the ship, but the help was not necessary. Madiha
had recovered fully from her bitter failure to reengage her powers. Though
overwhelming at first, the pain and confusion was shorter-lived than she
imagined. As soon as they pulled away from Lt. Bogana’s air defense zone Madiha
recovered her senses. She hesitated to say that she was becoming more used to
employing her eerie, nameless gift, but she nursed that secret hope. Parts of
her hated and feared this power and what it meant; but her pragmatic side
believed that if she could channel it and use it sparingly and without
discovery, she might inflict brutal damage on Nocht.


But that was not the plan, not right now. It
could not be. It was simply too uncertain.


Madiha led the way up the steps to the bow of
the ship, where five marines, the captain, and her executive officer.
Captain-At-Sea Monashir was a younger woman than Madiha would have thought
would be in command of such a vessel. 


She was dressed sharply in her full uniform,
with her hair in a bun and a pair of glasses perched on her nose. Madiha and
Parinita looked disheveled in front of her.


“Good evening, Major.”


Evening it was. Madiha had scarcely taken
notice of the growing darkness. She was running out of time and simply could
not muster much eloquence anymore. She was exhausted and had a heavy heart and
mind. She made her case quickly.


“Evening, Captain. I’m afraid I haven’t much
time. But I must insist that you depart.”


“We’ve just barely arrived, Major.” Captain
Monashir explained.


“Then it will be that much easier for you to
depart anew.” Madiha continued. “Our air defenses cannot protect the Revenant from a sustained bombing by the
Luftlotte. I must request that you leave for the ports in Tambwe, and return in
two weeks time with any naval resources that the Admiral can spare. Right now
it is too dangerous for you remain.”


Captain Monashir shook her head. “Do you know
if you will control the port by then?”


“You can smash it back into our grasp if
necessary.” Madiha said.


Parinita handed the Captain a copy of the
operational plan as well as the now slightly inaccurate Table of Organization.
Captain Monashir glanced at them before handing them to her XO and crossing her
arms. She sighed a little bit.


“Admiral Qote ordered me to follow your
orders, and I shall. I will attempt to remain in radio contact with your office
as much as I can, but I cannot promise anything at sea. I hope you understand
what you are doing, Major.” The Captain said. 


She had reason to be wary. She was not with
the army, and not at the border; she was not one of those few people with a
glowing view of Madiha. She had every right to be skeptical and she exercised
those rights. Clearly this was what people outside the situation thought.
Madiha was unprepared and foolish and making poor decisions.


“Godspeed, Captain.” Madiha said. She and
Parinita departed the heavy cruiser.
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The Major was burning again. Whenever they
were together, the burning was less terrible to behold, but the fire behind her
eyes was so bad now that blood was seeping from the sockets. Could nobody see
this but Parinita? Could nobody help her? 


While Madiha spoke with the Captain, Parinita
had tried her best to do what she learned from her grandmother’s superstitions.
Surreptitiously she blew on the flame, she swiped away the flame. Why was this
something only she could do? 


In a panic all those questions seemed to
flood her again. She could not let Madiha know about the burning; it was too
crazy, too horrible. But it all bore out; the burning was really getting worse
all this time. Madiha might go up in flames.


But her labors seemed to bear results. By the
time Captain Monashir had accepted her orders, Madiha’s eyes had returned to
their dull, sorrowful old facet. Parinita breathed a sigh of relief, and tried
to ask if she felt hot. There was no response.


Scarcely fifteen minutes had passed since
they arrived at the port before they were off the ship again. Standing
over the edge of the pier they watched the Revenant prepare again to sail into
the darkness. An hour passed, and the ship was off with the last hints of the
sun. 


Slowly becoming a sliver of lights playing
about the moonlit surface of the sea, the ship’s departure was a strange sight
on which to hang up another day.


Madiha looked exhausted. 


They climbed into the scout car and then
started the drive back, but Madiha soon stopped again and parked along the
ramparts overlooking the sea. 


She stepped out of the car and leaned on the
edge barriers.


Parinita joined her. 


She did not ask when they were going to
return to the headquarters. She knew that Madiha needed a little break, and
that it had been a heavy day, and given no combat had occurred, heavier days
yet awaited them. After a long quiet period she decided to speak up. 


Perhaps it was time again for a film night! 


Anything to try to distract the both of them
from their situation.


“Is it fine if I call you Madiha?” Parinita
said. “While we’re away from work.”


“I don’t mind. You’ve been doing so all this
time.” Madiha said.


“True. Just making sure!” Parinita replied.
“So, what was the first film you saw?”


Madiha stared at her for a moment, but then
she smiled and complied.


“I cannot remember the name. I was about five
or six years old at the time. One day the nuns at the orphanage took us to see
it as a treat for some holiday. It was a very tedious religious film, even
worse because it was silent, so I nodded off a lot.”


“Ah, yes, talkies didn’t exist back then.
We’ve only had talkies for ten years or so now.”


“As a teen and adult I watched films mostly
on dates or out with friends.” Madiha said.


Parinita nodded. She took a deep breath and
she laughed a little telling the long story of her first film. It was something
she had rehearsed a little in her own mind. 


“When I was a kid I went to the theater
multiple times a week. I practically lived out of the theater. My grandmother
took care of me while my mother was out, and she thought I was tedious to look
after, so she would send me to the theater with money to ‘get looked after.’
And nobody at the theater really cared who watched what films.” 


She took a little breath, all of the sights
flashing in her mind. She continued. “So I always watched grown-up pictures and
not the kiddie shows. My first was a silent slapstick movie from Nocht, Well-Mannered
Mr. Krauss. Mr. Krauss was clumsy and he hurt himself a lot. He
fell down pits and got hit by doors and he tripped and smashed into a cart full
of cabbages. At the time I laughed. I feel bad about it now that I’m a clumsy
adult.”


Madiha looked surprised and elated with her.
She seemed on the verge of laughter, but just controlled enough to appear
merely fond of the anecdote. “You have an incredible memory.” She said, holding
her hand up to her mouth for a fraction of a second.


“For remembering slapstick movies, maybe.”
Parinita laughed.


“I would probably laugh at some simple
slapstick. I don’t like deep comedies much; especially social comedies. They
make me cringe when I watch them.”


“Ah, so something like The
Wedding of Dr. Franz would not please you?”


Madiha smiled. “I have actually watched that,
and no, it did not please me.”


“I knew you had to have seen it. It has been
extremely popular these past few years. Even aired dubbed on the television in
Solstice and Bada Aso and a few other cities that have television service. It’s
seen extremely wide distribution for such a fool’s film.”


“I must say I despise those kinds of films. I
hate humiliation and social comedy.”


“I agree! Slapstick is cruel, but you can
write slapstick so other people aren’t to blame.”


“Perhaps that’s what it is. I lack an
explanation for my preference. I simply feel discomforted by humiliating
situations. I can’t laugh at them at all.”


“On the other hand though, slapstick has more
violence. You can draw blood in slapstick. So when you watch a slapstick flick,
if it gets too intense, like when they try to incorporate guns going off, it
can make you a little sad too. So I don’t know if it’s better.”


Madiha laughed nervously. ”Talking with
you makes me feel that I am the type of person who pushes aside introspection
too much. I’ve never really thought about this.”


“Oh, well, don’t worry about it. I think we
all do that a lot. Especially in times like this, we need to push through the
bad brains and focus on the job at hand don’t we? But when it comes to films,
I’m always thinking on what I got out of watching.”


In truth Parinita simply channeled her own
runaway mind into a hobby, so that the spectacle of film would drown out her
innermost insecurities when work could not be called upon to do so. She
supposed Madiha did the same but she either channeled them into work, or when
work was not available, she allowed them to devour her. At least now Parinita
could occupy her with silly things about film and waste both of their time.


And it gave her an opportunity to try to dull
the flames otherwise gnawing at Madiha from within. She could see it behind her
eyes, like in her grandmother’s stories.


When she first saw those eyes she felt a
sense of urgency. 


To her grandmother these stories had been so
important; more important than Parinita herself. They had been her
grandmother’s life. But now, what could Parinita even do? How could she save
Madiha? She hadn’t even known Madiha at all when she first saw those burning,
sorrowful eyes. Did she even know her at all right now? One thing she knew was
that her presence seemed to dull the flames. Grandmother had been incredibly
cryptic and cruel, and her stories full of poison, but Parinita was too kind.
She could not write off Madiha’s fate as some superstition, and the more she
partnered with the Major the more that felt driven to do
something about her
condition, to support her however she could.


The burning was not as intense now, but a
tiny flame was nursed again in Madiha.


Parinita reached out while Madiha was fixated
on the moon shining in the water. She grabbed some of the flame. She smothered
it in her hands. Parinita could do this too. At all costs she could not allow
Madiha to burn up like that. It was too horrible a fate. If only she had paid
more attention to those wicked old stories; she would know more of what to do.


Quickly, she changed the subject to gossip
that Madiha could contribute to.


“I was wondering, how do you know Inspector
Kimani? Not to sound untoward, Madiha, but you two seem to have more than a
working relationship, to me.”


“She was one of the first people I ever
really knew.” Madiha said. “I spent my
childhood in an orphanage, and then on the streets. Such a situation precludes
truly knowing anyone; other people are enigmas one must beware. Kimani was the
closest thing I had to an acquaintance or friend; everyone else was a guardian
or a mentor, or gone.”


“I suspected it was something like that based
on how you talked to each other. In Gowon’s office everyone had to be really
stiff to each other. You cultivate a lot of familiarity around yourself. Not
that I mind. I like being able to talk to my boss.”


Madiha stared at her for a moment as though
unsure of how she should feel about this.


“Well, if you are comfortable with it, then
that is fine with me. I don’t really try to do anything untoward or casual with
my command. It is merely that I have no opinion of how I am addressed.” Madiha
said. “My rank has never really meant anything, as I was always subordinate to
Kimani. I was staff to her in the same way that you are staff to me. I still
have that kind of relationship to most soldiers I suppose.”


“You don’t have to explain it! It’s nice,
that’s all. So how did you meet Kimani?”


Now it was Madiha’s turn to sigh and to
attempt to construct a narrative.


“We were working together during the
revolution. I was a courier, when I was seven years old or so. She was one of
the many people to whom I brought letters. One of the revolutionaries. We had
our own code; certain people wrote letters in it that contained organizational
plans, sabotage, intrigues, and so on. I delivered letters to many people. Each
of them had their own predilections that I would come to discover. Kimani was
much more concerned for my well-being than the others. We would sit and talk,
and she would teach me things. She would give me changes of clothes and food.
Other people just took my letters and looked the other way as I struggled out
in the world.”


“Ah, I see. I’m glad you had someone like
that. Kind of like an older sister to you?”


“I can’t really say. I never had siblings or
parents. Kimani was just Kimani to me.”


“Well, if it means anything, she sounds like
a better parent than mine! My mom would have looked the other way. She might have
even thought I was a nuisance to take care of. Heck, sometimes she even
pretended I wasn’t her child. So hey, you dodged a bullet!”


All those words had come out so easily. They
were bitter and didn’t hurt anymore. Parinita had gotten too used to the taste
of that vinegar. Others would have been shocked, but Madiha, whose life had
been so irregular, did not seem to understand their magnitude. Her eyes were
still cast on the water off the coast. Sorrowful and unchanging, hiding that
fearsome, eroding fire. She was a strange woman. Her grandmother had never made
it clear what kind of person the Warlord could even turn out to be in any given
era.


Parinita thought it would have been a man,
like a knight.


Or nobility, like the former Emperor.


Instead it was Madiha, gazing sorrowfully at
the sky and water as though trying to find something buried in the dark,
something that fire in her eyes could not illuminate. Slowly burning, dying,
with no knowledge of what was really happening.


“I like to think that I have progressed past
the life of that child,” Madiha said, presumably referring to herself. “But I
don’t really know a lot about her life so in turn I can’t really know if I’ve
changed. I was told I was very precocious during the revolution.”


“People don’t change a whole lot, I don’t
think. You probably weren’t that different!”


“Perhaps they don’t and perhaps I wasn’t. It
simply gnaws at me not to know.”


“Well, maybe life just doesn’t work that way
for anyone. Maybe time is just nonsense outside of a film story.” Parinita
said, guiding them haphazardly back into Film
Night, and away from that minefield of personal anguish. “In films
everything is all neat and tidy and happens in a line. People get stronger,
they learn new things; it’s really dramatic, isn’t it? People in real life
don’t experience things like that, and that’s okay! Unlike in the films we have
more than the sixty or ninety minutes to make up for problems along the way.”


“Perhaps.” Madiha said. Her eyes smoldered
again. Sorrowful, burning; slowly dying.


“We’re limited.” Parinita said sadly. “But we
can still change the course of things!”


“I suppose so.”


“Your plan, for example. I’m confident we
will give Nocht a good whacking!”


From the look on the Major’s face this was
not a happy topic. She had seen Madiha concoct the plan in the back of their
half-track, bitterly and tentatively, agonizing over it. In the end it appeared
that she had accepted the plan, and everyone in the staff agreed. To them it
was just words on paper, positions on a map, an order of battle, a route of
supply. These were things pinned to a board that they had to make reality, they
were abstract. 


You could put your faith in abstractions,
like you could with the plots of fantastic films.


To Madiha though, the defense of the city was
probably a lot more real. Parinita realized her insensitivity then and her
gregarious, cheerful nature was muted for a moment.


“I would not be so quick to throw your hopes
behind Operation Hellfire.” Madiha finally said, in a dull, detached voice. “It
is brutal and bloody, heinous, wasteful. I never thought the first operation I
would command would be a defense in depth. There are times where I wish I could
die in place of all the people who will be thrown against Nocht; and not just
in this operation but in the coming months. I feel weak, Parinita.”


“Don’t say that Madiha! You are very
important! As important as any rifleman!”


“They sacrifice blood and flesh, while I hide
behind them. I am unimportant.”


“Then what about me?” She asked clumsily.
“How important is someone like me?”


Parinita shocked herself with the response,
and how easily she had said it, and Madiha was shocked even more. Her eyes drew
wide and her expression bore a note of horror. It was a Madiha unlike any she
had ever seen looking back at her. She was turning pale. Those simple words had
invoked something terrible in her mind.


“I am so sorry.” Madiha said. “Forgive me. I
was a fool. In no way did I mean–”


“Nah, it’s okay!” Parinita hastily said and
patted her shoulder. “It’s okay!”


Her eyes did not burn any harder despite the
clear anguish building in her face. So it was not hardship that made them burn.
Thank the Spirits for that. Had it been, Parinita thought to herself that she
might have killed the Major on this night.


Both of them pretended to move forward from
that, but Parinita knew that neither of them would think of anything but that
painful exchange until morning. They returned to headquarters after hours of
staring at the water and sky, finishing their trail ration along the way.
Departing the scout car they exchanged awkward goodnight wishes and went their
separate ways. Parinita felt very stupid lying on her stretcher in the office,
covered in a medical blanket, feeling cold and weeping lightly about
everything. 


She knew she had cost Madiha a night’s worth
of sleep and she felt grotesque for it. She had said something haunting. It was
something that had haunted her for very long and now she had set it on Madiha
atop all of her other problems. She bit the flesh on the side of her thumb in
frustration, and managed very little sleep herself.










22-AG-30
Morning


Adjar Dominance – City of Bada Aso, Rail Yard


 


Rail traffic showed no signs of slowing down
the following morning. Several new trains passed through Bada Aso, including a
very long train carrying numerous tanks and half-tracks for the 5th KVW
Mechanized Division. This train was immediately ordered to ship out to the
middle of the Kalu and deploy its cargo there. Thirty minutes later a passenger
train carrying the infantry component of the 5th Mechanized arrived as well,
and Kimani was about to set foot through its door when a car pulled up behind
the platform.


Madiha Nakar quickly exited the vehicle and
climbed the platform, breathing heavily. Dark bags had developed under her eyes,
but they were hard to see due to her brown skin. She had at least taken the
time to comb her hair. But clearly she was upset.


“Chinedu, at least have the heart to wait a
moment for me to properly see you off!”


Kimani turned to her. Her face was inexpressive.
“Apologies. I didn’t expect this.”


“I suppose I should have other priorities;
but you cannot blame me for this.”


“I would not do that.” Kimani said. “But it
is very pernicious for you to prioritize me.”


“I understand you’ve lost feelings for me; but
I can’t lose them for you. I just can’t.”


“I have not lost all feeling. Only some.
Everyone in the KVW still has feeling.”


Madiha balled up her hands into fists and
avoided eye contact. She felt like a child.


“I understand why you’re leaving.” She said. “I’m
not small. I can’t hide behind you.”


“That is part of it, yes. But you are wrong:
I am not leaving you, Madiha.”


Madiha shook her head. Her voice started to
crack. “You know what I mean!”


“No. I am not, in any way that you imagine,
leaving you. I will never leave you.”


Madiha scarcely allowed her to finish
speaking. 


She threw herself at Kimani, wrapping her
arms tight behind the woman’s back and throwing her head into her chest. She
was weeping, and she did not want Kimani to see it, even if the heard the sobs,
even if she felt the quivering. She did not want Kimani to see the tears.
Kimani in turn wrapped her own arms around Madiha, and brushed her hair like a
mother would to her child. She felt Kimani’s chin and nose against her head and
she wondered whether the Inspector was weeping too. She never confirmed it.


“I only wish I could have been a real
protector to you. Perhaps I will yet make that up.” Kimani said. “All I have
done is wrong you. Perhaps I will make amends for everything that has happened.
Please understand Madiha; I’m trying to make things right.”


They stood on that platform for close to
fifteen minutes. 


It was hard to let go. It was near impossible
to watch the train depart. 


She never even saw Kimani’s face as the train
separated them. Madiha was not sure that she left the station any better or
worse than she entered it. She was hollowed out, and she was not done crying.
She knew there would be many more tears to come. She knew none of this was
definitive. None of this was a forging experience. But she left it, and she
breathed, and her heart thrashed. Time passed. She still stood upon the earth.


There was a burning inside her, and a monster
yawning to life. 


She was not ready, but not yet gone. Her
heart was faltering, but not broken.










22-AG-30 ????????


“Adler 1, reporting in.”


“Adler 2, reporting in.”


Reports came in. All Adlers reported.
Three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten. 


Frequencies toggled.


“Falke 8, let’s show them
the Blitz part
of the Blitzkrieg huh fellas?”


“Falke 9, just shut up
and fly Falke 8 for Messiah’s sake.”


“Falke 10 just quietly following the luftgruppe.”


“Affirmative luftgruppe, all of Falkegruppe is
ready. Milans,
report.”


“Milan 3, going steady, ready to
dive on target on mark.”


One by one the calls came in and were logged
by flight command.


All Call-Signs reported in. Dozens of planes
in groups making up hundreds of planes. 


Quick Archer monoplanes speeding forward with their
cannons ready to shed blood. Thicker, slower, more heavily armed Warlock dive-bombers and ground-attack craft
followed, waiting to take their precise bites out of buildings and armor. Wizard bombers
lumbered somewhere far overhead, bearing their apocalyptic payloads of hundreds
of heavy bombs that would not spare the innocent from the guilty. The Luftlotte was
bringing its force to bear. Flight command cheered that they had the planes to
darken a clear sky, and they had a dark sky already. Soon the Battle for Bada
Aso would begin in earnest. 


“We are approaching our attack vectors. City
is in sight, over.”


“Roger. Give them commies some hell for us,
boys.”










10.  The Maw Of Hell


 










22nd of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


Adjar Dominance – City of Bada Aso


 


Late into the morning the signals technicians
crowding the ARG-2 radar trucks in the southern districts found their CRT
displays crowded by green blips. They witnessed for the first time an immediate
shift from a clear sky on the radar to one choked with objects each occupying
their own tiny portion of the indicators, their own eerie wavelengths. 


Were the ARG-2 more sophisticated they might
have thought it a malfunction.


But it was clear to them that this was far
from an error. 


They quickly contacted Parambrahma, who in
turn alerted everyone in the Battlegroup Command. An ARG-2 couldn’t tell how
many planes approached: it could only tell that enough were coming that they
drove the instruments into a frenzy. 


They had never seen anything like it. It
could only have been a real attack.


Madiha had arrived from the rail yard well
before the alert. 


She took a prescribed barbiturate to control
the near panic attack that she had when she arrived, and hid in one of the
school rooms on the lowest level for about an hour before returning to the
general population. She sat down in the cafeteria, feeling hollow and weak.


About halfway through a bowl of oatmeal and a
glass of milk that Parinita had all but forced her to eat, several KVW guards
and the staff brought her new reports. Exhausted, with her brains pounding
inside her skull and her stomach gurgling as though ready to expel
everything she had just eaten, Madiha forced herself to stand straight and look
certain.


 She
covered up her shaking hands as best as she could and authorized a general
alert. 


She made the calls to the divisions over the
army-level long range radio herself. 


Her eight divisions in Bada Aso began to take
their air raid positions. 


Much of their materiel was already hidden as
best as it could be from the Luftlotte, and their anti-air batteries were at
their positions and ready to fire within minutes.


Amid the chaos Madiha had additional orders
for the Battlegroup as a whole.


First she ordered the deployment of an aerial
counterattack from the northern Adjar regions. All Anka and the few more modern Garuda in the arsenal would be prepared
immediately; pilots were to be briefed thoroughly, and then lift of as soon as
possible.


Where possible Garuda should be grouped
together into homogenous squadrons to maximize the concentration of strength.
Anka would have to do most of the work however. 


Having little experience with air power she
hoped that the air officers could take care of the deployment, but nobody
sounded confident in a speedy reinforcement.


Next she turned her eyes back to the city. 


Thankfully she was not making her stand out
in the open: a preponderance of radio and telephone equipment allowed her will
to easily reach all of her troops, an invaluable advantage that would have been
lost anywhere but inside the developed confines of the city. Through the various
lines more orders came, reaching each division and many of the lower rung
officers directly. Hundreds of anti-air batteries with dozens of guns all over
the city prepared to launch a curtain of fire into the skies the instant the
enemy appeared.


To support the smaller anti-air batteries
Madiha also ordered the 100mm coastal turrets to elevate their barrels and turn
around to defend the city. Though primarily meant for naval defense, the 100mm
was an All-Purpose
Gun with the
range and ammunition to defend the air. Several of the guns had been set into
huge stationary pillboxes, but at least six new guns had been built on turrets
that could be rotated manually with some effort.


Troops garrisoned in the city were the next
major consideration. 


Too many losses from carelessness now could
sway the outcome of the future battle. Madiha ordered any troops stationed near
entrances to the Bada Aso underground to hide in the tunnels and sewer system,
unless they were specifically in support positions to Anti-Air batteries, in
which case they were to remain in the open with their batteries. Those hidden
underground would be safer there, and their preservation was necessary.
Several divisions were ordered to take shelter with the civilians near their
defensive positions. 


However a strong presence was still needed in
the streets. 


She ordered the platoon of mobile-anti-air
trucks to ready themselves to respond quickly to concentrations of air power in
the area, and for a few foot-mobile machine gun battalions to support them and
the air batteries. This was a particularly painful deployment, given the
inadequacy of the Khroda heavy machine gun
when fighting against air power.


Finally she had one very necessary order
which countermanded previous briefings.


“Inform our forces in the Kalu that they are
to ignore their air raid posture and remain hidden in their positions unless
they are specifically attacked.” Madiha ordered. “If Nocht overflies the Kalu
and their air power reports almost nothing there to resist them, we will have a
key advantage in the upcoming battle. It is vitally important that the Kalu
forces maintain as much stealth as possible. Fight back only if necessary to
preserve yourselves.”


Over the long range radio these orders went
out to the Kalu, where soldiers had been establishing themselves in the rolling
hills and rocky scarp, behind the tors and in wooded gorges near the streams
and tributaries of the Umaiha. They used the varied terrains of the hilltops to
their advantage. Camouflaged netting hid tanks and trucks and guns across the
uneven span. Operations staff in the base appeared to question the wisdom of
this advice, but relayed the orders; out in the wilderness the men and women,
including the 5th KVW Mechanized Division, simply hid, in prepared positions or
as best as they could improvise.


With this order given, the die was cast.


Putting down the phone and radio sets, Madiha
knew she could not shuffle around any of the forces that she had ordered from
their positions. Everything she did was now set into stone. Should her
judgments turn out to be wrong, there was no undoing them.


Parinita took charge of the civilian alert. 


At first she sounded the sirens for a minute
to get everyone’s attention. They were then silenced and radio broadcasts took
their place. Across the city the speaker system instructed the remaining
civilian population of around ten thousand to take shelter. Those who were
close or those who could make the trek rushed to designated air raid shelters. 


For those who could not leave or could not
leave behind, a basement offered the most protection, and everyone in the staff
hoped that the civilians remembered their drills. 


Air raid shelters had been stocked with
supplies in the event of an air attack, which would surely prevent citizens from
reaching civil canteens or shopping at msanii markets. Emergency rations had
been handed out yesterday to civilians in their homes as well, in case they
could not make it out in time and needed to sustain themselves for a day or two
while sheltered in place. Windows were sticky taped; basements crowded up.


Parinita’s voice calmly repeated the needed
instructions, and people moved.


It was an ordered chaos. 


Everyone was scared, and everyone was rushed,
but all proceeded according to plan.


The ARG-2 had done their jobs waking the
Ayvartan community in the face of danger. Now the equipment was
temporarily powered down and the precious radar trucks quickly
sequestered to secure positions to give them a better chance to survive
the coming storm.


First blood would soon be shed on the Battle
for Bada Aso. 


Everything was set into motion.










22-AG-30 Bada Aso Northeast


 


Once the Staff Secretary’s voice had gone
silent, the air raid sirens blared one final time to insure everyone was fully
aware, and then ceased to sound as well. 


In Adesh’s corner of the world there was an
eerie state. 


There was little sound and it seemed like
silence, but to someone inclined to notice there was enough noise to bother
one’s sensibilities. Those noises that remained seemed to beat just off from
the rhythm of his heart and made him anxious. Footsteps, tools, the
locking of loaded gun breeches. Metal sounds that had no music to them. In
poems and stories about war everything seemed to have a poetic rhythm. Here, nothing
did.


Soon this anxiety seemed to pass from him to
his colleagues.


“Nnenia, you’re doing that wrong.”


“What wrong?”


“You’re working the elevation handle wrong.”


“I’m elevating it just fine.”


“You’re holding it oddly, you’ll tire
yourself out.”


“Stop micromanaging what I’m doing and focus
on your loading.”


Four days ago Adesh had stood, confused
and afraid, behind a 76mm anti-tank gun. He had been told that his crew
(somehow Nnenia and Eshe had become his
crew) had scored three vehicle kills. He remembered shooting, but
he certainly didn’t feel victorious. Now he had a similar task.
He was part of Lt. Bogana’s battery in the northeast district, stationed
in the middle of a park. Outside the grounds the streets were empty and every
building closed. Since the sirens first went off the few people remaining went
into hiding. Only gun crews remained outside, awaiting the aircraft soon to
approach.


“So, do you have any amazing observation
instructions to share, professor?” Nnenia asked. She had on her face a common
look for her: a strange mix of apathy and grimness where she was between cheer
and genuine morbidity toward their situation. 


Eshe seemed annoyed by her.


“When you somehow manage to spot a plane,
Adesh shoots at it.” He replied tersely.


Adesh sighed a little, seated on a rough
metal platform with a sight and a firing mechanism before him. His friends and
crew were a little nervous. They had every right to be. They had survived the
border but now found themselves in a similar situation. But their bickering was
not just nervous. Those two were always grinding against each other.


“I just thought there was some other amazing
gunnery trick you learned from one of your pamphlets that you could share with
us.” Nnenia sarcastically said.


Eshe crossed his arms. “Here’s one you fool:
don’t get distracted by the pretty planes and the wonderful colors of shells
and do your job correctly for once.”


“I’ll keep my eyes skyward and not on the
regulations booklets, you pinhead.”


It was if they wanted to cry for help,
but this
nonsense was all that came out.


“Could you two be quiet?” Adesh sighed.
“You’re going at it even more than usual!”


Eshe and Nnenia looked at each other and at
Adesh and seemed to feel shame.


As before their little trio was behind
an artillery piece, and this time with a much greater responsibility than they
once had. It was no longer an anti-tank gun but an air defense gun that
defended their position. The 37mm was a small bore on a large weapon, with a
long barrel and preponderance of mechanisms, mounted on a swiveling base that
could be rotated all the way around and locked to specific positions as
well. 


It was also an automatic gun, a fact which
took some getting used to. Fed with five-shell clips and boasting a simple
firing mechanism it could sustain a high rate of fire, though the barrel risked
overheating if the rate of fire was used to its fullest advantage.


Four other people stood with him. His bosom
friends Nnenia and Eshe remained in his crew, having miraculously lived through
their earlier tribulations. He was now their gunner however, not their leader.
In his place as gun commander was a pretty corporal from another unit, Cpl.
Rahani. He was a young Arjun of
pleasant features, brown-skinned, with a gentle face and flowing hair down to
the shoulders, decorated by a lovely rose above his left temple. He had quite a
lot in common with Adesh and his friends, and he was probably just little older
than their own ages. Prior to the sirens sounding, he had tried to get everyone
to wear their own flowers for good luck. Nnenia, Adesh and Eshe accepted, a
little awkwardly, and received a bundle of purple lilies which they wore over
their ears.


Alongside Rahani served another private, the
mysterious, grim Kufu. He had eyes like a fox, a thick beard, and strong
features. When he spoke he had a smooth voice, but seemed to think ill of
saying anything with it. He looked like he could have fathered the other
members of the crew, even Corporal Rahani, and was not a lively fellow at
all. He had refused to wear any flowers. He was a traditional man, he
explained to them tersely.


“Well if you say so!” Cpl. Rahani said in an
amused, good-natured voice. “But in that case, I have a good idea! We will put
your flowers on the gun itself. There. Now we will catch the attention of the
spirits and they will protect us. It was a tradition in my village.”


Kufu scoffed, and sat by the side of the gun,
looking away. He was assigned to traverse the mount across the ground. Eshe
loaded, Adesh was the gunner, and Nnenia and Rahani were in charge of elevation
and sighting, as well as communication and other odd jobs.


“I apologize if I offended you; are you an
ancestor worshiper?” Cpl. Rahani asked.


“No. I don’t worship nothin’. No spirits, no
ancestors, no messiah, not the light; nothing. Thought this country’s supposed
to be secular now.” Kufu replied calmly.


Cpl. Rahani looked slightly distressed. “Oh,
well, double sorry.” He said softly.


“Well, it is secular in the state apparatus,
but individuals can still worship, you know. Even the Messianic church is
around.” Eshe interjected in a know-it-all tone.


“Too bad.” Kufu replied. He still was not
facing them. Everyone sighed a little.


A foul mood fell upon the crew while they
waited, looking tentatively at the sky and between each other. Cpl. Rahani’s
cheerful smiling faded too. But not everything was so bleak. Some things had
changed since the battle at the border, even as some things had remained
quite the same. Adesh was part of an A.A. unit, and the guns, while larger
and heavier, were state of the art and had more sophisticated mechanisms that
allowed for a faster firing rate and easier handling than their cheaper,
six-year-old 76mm anti-tank guns. Everyone was impressed with the quality of
the equipment when they first saw it.


Lt. Bogana also made sure they were
better organized. 


Every position was five meters apart and none
of them arranged in straight lines. This made strafing them difficult. The five
37mm guns in the battery were positioned in an outer ring that could cover the
two 85mm guns and the three 57mm guns from close-air attack. It was the job of
Adesh’s crew to cover against lower altitude attacks from faster planes. 


Two teams of machine gunners with Khroda
7.62mm guns on hastily-assembled anti-aircraft mounts hid in bushes and under
trees nearby, covering the 37mm gunners in case even they failed to stop a
strafing aircraft or a dive bomber. Though the Khroda looked unwieldy in this
role, it still gave the team a little fallback. It made all the difference.


Adesh had a measure of confidence in their
phalanx. Everyone acted with discipline and carried out concrete orders under
the auspice of a commander. It was like being part of a real army with a strong
direction. They had even received a visit from Major Nakar, who had
personally taught them to shoot. Things had changed substantively now.


 Nocht
was not ambushing them this time. The People awaited them.


Adesh found his hands still shaking and his
heart quivering, however. 


That certainly had not changed.


Every ten minutes Corporal Rahani would spend
some time watching the skies with a pair of binoculars, seeking for contacts.
Adesh thought that there would be some stark transition between readiness and
annihilation; the sky would turn red, great meteoric tears of flame would fall
from the heavens and engulf them all, in the blink of an eye. 


Instead, their first glimpse of the enemy
came from Lt. Bogana, who left the side of a signals officer calling for all
crews to proceed to combat alert; the southern district batteries had already
made eye contact with the enemy aircraft through their sighting equipment. 


As he said this Corporal Rahani passed around
the binoculars, pointing his crew toward the sky. Adesh saw tiny pinpricks of
smoke and fire blooming in the dark, distant skies when Nnenia passed him the
lenses. Thus with little fanfare the battle was joined as the southern district
batteries opened fire on objects the northeast district could not yet even
clearly see in the sky. Adesh felt an uncomfortable thrill across his entire
body.


Helplessly he watched as hundreds of objects
came closer and closer. 


They flew like a flock of birds, and to
Adesh’s eyes they were just as small at first, but the closer the came the
deadlier they appeared. Flashes of gunfire became visible, closer than before.
Ayvartan batteries awoke all around the city. Like red glowing darts thrown by
errant hands hundreds of rounds of anti-air tracer ammunition began to
light the sky from the southern defensive sectors, then the central sectors. 


Seconds later Adesh heard the first
thousand-kilogram bomb drop on the city.


He felt a shudder, rumbling waves straining
through the earth into his body, and he saw the smoke rising in the
distance. He had just blinked and missed the flash and the short-lived geyser
of fire in the bomb’s wake. Strategic bombers were now directly over the city.


Dozens of isolated explosions swept across
the south and center. 


Adesh looked up at the sky and it was as if
he were watching the heavens shatter, lines of ordnance coming down like metal
teardrops from the bays of barely visible bomber planes, pounding the earth
like the footfalls of a giant. The quivering in his hands grew into a terrible
shaking across most of his body that he struggled to control.


Aircraft squadrons began to take distinct
shapes and their groupings became terrifyingly apparent as they neared the
northeast district. Adesh saw a dozen squadrons splitting off from the
massive fleet and sweeping through the sky in every possible direction. Five
fighter planes in a tight group banked and lunged straight for the park, flying
through the fire from the adjacent batteries across the nearby blocks as though
not one gun were actually shooting them. Adesh and his battery comrades took
their positions and opened fire on them, but the the planes maneuvered through
the curtain with ease. 


In a moment Adesh found his gun unloaded once
again.


“Battery, the enemy has entered our zone!”
Lt. Bogana shouted.


Adesh released his iron grip on
the large trigger-handle for the 37mm gun, while Eshe pushed a five-round
clip of its shells into place atop the gun and stamped it down to properly feed
the weapon. Each shell had a tracer and explosive-fragmentation filler.


Nnenia and Kufu traversed the weapon on its
swiveling mount and constantly adjusted and readjusted the elevation in order
to follow their fast-moving enemies. Nneia elevated the barrel over 65
degrees, then 70 degrees, then descended it down to 50; while Cpl. Rahani
instructed Adesh on the positions of the targets. Adesh watched the enemy
through the large metric sights. His breath began to outrun him as the aircraft
neared; a tight group of five sleek monoplanes, with long wedge-shaped wings
bristling with armament. 


From afar Adesh thought he could see
off-color paint across the hulls of the planes. They were gaping
maws; bright red mouths bristling with teeth, painted on each plane. These
were Nochtish Archer fighter planes. In
an instant the planes swooped on them.


Withering fire from nose-mounted Norgler
machine guns swept the park as the planes overflew them in a shallow dive,
coming down from the sky like bolts of lightning and storming away into
the distance again. Dozens of rounds ricocheted off gun shields and clipped the
grass and the trees; miraculously nobody was killed in the attack.


Kufu and Nnenia and Rahani worked frantically
to turn around the 37mm, while around them the 85mm guns opened fire at an
almost 90 degree angle into sky, and the 57mm guns joined them, both targeting
the Wizard bombers dropping
heavy payloads.


 Adesh
was temporarily deafened whenever their unseen assailants dropped their
heaviest payloads, crushing buildings in an instant under
thousand-kilogram explosions. Debris flew so far it almost hit the park from a
whole block away; window frames, chunks of concrete, gnarled street lights, all
soared on the blast waves and across the streets.


None of the heavy bombs actually hit the
battery, or even near them. 


Thank the spirits! One would be all it took
to kill them all.


Armed with a 37mm they stood no chance
against a high-altitude level-bomber.


Adesh swallowed hard and focused on the
fighters.


The Archer squadron split from its wedge-like
formation to pick off the battery crews. Constituent planes flew from one
another’s sides, two of them sweeping around the edges of the park like
vultures, drawing fire from the support machine guns; and three running lanes
across the battery’s position. Adesh squeezed the handles on his gun and
watched his five rounds fly away in a few seconds, hitting nothing. His shells
joined the dozens other ineffectual missiles streaking across the air, scarcely
hitting anywhere near the enemy. 


They reloaded and spun the gun until they
went nearly dizzy with motion, and again the shells flew into the air with seemingly
no avail. Adesh and his comrades’ gunfire reminded him of a sky full of
fireworks, and yet the enemy aircraft soared through the red and gray
curtain as though the fragments and smoke and fire was utterly harmless to
them. 


Their fragmentation rounds had
timed fuses and scattered splinters into the air to threaten enemy
aircraft, but the timing had an element of precision nonetheless.


Effectively unopposed despite the intense
fire coming from the ground, the Archers sped through several runs on the battery,
firing volleys of 80mm rockets from under each of their wings that
exploded across the park. Adesh and crew hunkered down, crawling meekly behind
or against the gun shield as best as they could while loading and traversing
the weapon to match the movements of the enemy as best as they could.


A rocket hissed overhead and blasted apart a
tree a dozen meters behind them. 


Smoking craters littered the periphery.


Somehow the battery survived. 


No rockets had managed to strike a comrade
dead.


The Archers soared
out of the park and turned easily back around over the streets, taking a new
formation for their next run. Two outlying craft moved in to
substitute two of the planes that had unloaded all of their ordnance.
Those two planes then circled the park.


Eshe heaved one of the shell clips and
punched it into the vertical loading wedge.


“Overhead!” Nnenia said suddenly.


Adesh looked up, and found the sky alight. 


Fire and smoke spread within the dark
clouds and burning pieces of metal rained down on the city. A pair of Wizard bombers
fell down from the sky like meteors, wreathed in flames and splitting into a
scattering of debris as they descended. Remains of the planes, more fire than
steel, smashed into the roof of a civil canteen building on one of the park’s
adjoining streets and spilled out onto the pavement and road along with
the debris.


“Don’t get distracted!” Eshe shouted, pushing
on Adesh’s shoulder.


“Finally the kid says something I can agree
with!” Kufu shouted, frantically turning the wheel to loosen the mount, and
pushing his shoulder into the gun and turning it. Grumbling, Nnenia joined him
in working on the gun and descended the barrel. 


Adesh desperately tracked the incoming
fighters through the sights.


“Adesh, fire!” Cpl. Rahani ordered. 


But the corporal was not looking through the
sights.


Adesh was; nothing aligned, and no matter how
fast the team moved he felt helpless against the planes. He pressed the
handle-triggers and watched his gun shoot, rock back a little with recoil, and
shoot again. Popping noises, the creaking of sliding metal from the recoil
buffers, the gentle thud of the shell dropping on the ground, all was drowned
by a single bomb falling on the street behind them and raising a pillar of fire
and smoke.


Fences around the park fell over from the
force of the blast. Adesh felt the heat behind his back, and felt his body
pump with the consecutive force of his own gun as he kept shooting. Five
rounds of his flak cut across the sky and exploded in gray bursts of smoke
and fragments between three of the fighter planes as they approached.


The Nochtish fighters veered violently away
from the shots, and found themselves trapped in a massive net as the remaining
37mm guns and 7.62 machine guns saturated the skies. Instantly the guns on the
Nochtish aircraft were silenced, their propellers slowed and stopped, their
engines caught fire, their cockpit windshields burst to pieces. 


One by one the aircraft passed them overhead,
spun out of control, and vanished into the inferno raging behind the
battery, landing in bomb craters and smashed buildings.


Two remaining planes circling the park turned
sharply away from their careful course and fled the district. Ayvartan fire
trailed them every meter they flew, and triumphantly the entire 37mm compliment
of the battery lowered their barrels and shot after the planes until
they disappeared from sight. Lt. Bogana leaped out from behind the gun shield
of his 85mm, raised his fist into the air and roared with triumph. They
had driven them away.


Cpl. Rahani raised his own fist and joined
with his own sweeter-sounding cheer. 


Spirits rose momentarily across the
park. 


The sound of bombs and the chopping of
norgler machine guns grew distant again and it seemed that their sector was
clear for the moment, however long that would be.


Over Bada Aso the skies still raged with
battle.


Bright flak cut across the dark clouds, long
lines of fire streaking overhead from the multitude of guns stationed across
the city. Trickles of Nochtish planes began to fall. 


Bombers careened toward the ground like the
fallen angels of the Messianic religion, set ablaze and cast from the paradise
above the clouds; thousands of rounds of ammunition from 37mm guns and
heavy machine guns around the sector began to add up, and Adesh saw a fighter
group fall suddenly from over a nearby sector, blown to pieces in mid-air. 


Like the ashfall from a volcano fire and
smoke and metal seemed to rain down over the city. It was like the
end of the world; Adesh could think of no other way to describe it. Hundreds of
planes were attacking them but it also felt like hundreds were falling too.


While Adesh’s battery had a moment of calm
they rushed to a nearby groundskeeper’s cellar and hastily pushed out crates of
hidden ammunition. Fighting those five planes had consumed hundreds of rounds
of the battery’s 37mm ammo. They reloaded their guns, sliding fresh shells and
clips into the breeches, and accommodated reserve ammo nearby. 


Lt. Bogana knelt beside a radio unit and
called the adjacent sectors.


“Our southern batteries have taken the brunt
of the attack,” Lt. Bogana shouted for the benefit of the crews, “but we have
not yet dealt any kind of decisive damage to the enemy, comrades! Those planes
are moving closer, so stay alert and be ready to fire!”


It was disheartening to hear; but it sounded
far too true. 


Even if Adesh counted all the planes he had
seen fall so far, it was really only around fifteen or twenty out of
spirits know how many in the air fleet. Their battery after all this fighting
had only personally accounted for three fighters and a pair of bombers!


Eshe sighed. “Once, I read that the average
stock needed for an air kill is 598 shells.”


“Thanks for the heartening tip.” Nnenia said,
slumping against the side of the gun.


Adesh sat silently behind the 37mm gun and
Corporal Rahani scanned the skies for targets using his binoculars. Kufu
grumbled something inaudible while he and Nnenia readjusted the gun to face
south and the barrel elevation to an angle between 60 and 70 degrees. Around
them every other 37mm gun crew searched for targets as well. 


The crews of 85mm and 57mm guns adjusted the
elevation of their guns to hit bombers overflying other sectors now that bombs
had ceased to fall directly around their own sector. Soon they began to fire
again, casting their shells forward toward the skyline and out of the
northeast district. Above them the skies were eerily silent, and their battery
shifted its attitude toward supporting fire more than direct engagement.


“No distractions next time, alright? I want
to live through this.” Eshe said bitterly.


Nnenia raised her head from over the gun to
launch a smoldering stare at Eshe.


“Now now, no harm was done.” Cpl. Rahani
said, trying to smooth things out.


“Don’t be using this to start a stupid argument
now, kid.” Kufu grumbled.


“I thought you agreed with me!” Eshe said,
throwing his hands up in the air.


Kufu grunted. “I did in the fight, but not
now when it doesn’t matter.”


Adesh sighed. Nnenia and Eshe’s bickering
worsened when introduced to more people.


“Everyone focus, please,” Cpl. Rahani softly
said, waving his hands gently.


Minutes passed; from the sky fell a light
drizzle. 


Smoke billowed away from the burning craters
and ruins, blown around the park as the wind picked up. Adesh was shaking and
his legs were weak. There was something about this scene that he could not
square away in his mind as he watched the sky, a thick, choking knot building
inside his throat and tears spilling from his eyes. His teeth chattered. He was
as unprotected from the cold droplets as he was from the enemy planes. 


He saw figures fighting in the distance, and
he heard the guns of his comrades, the rockets and bombs and cannons of the
enemy, and yet, they were intermittent sounds. 


Sound and violence and horror flitted in and
out of his reality, an intermittent chaos. He cast eyes around the park and
across the air, his fingers stretching and closing on the trigger-handle, his
jaw twitching, mute, violent panic building and building in his belly.


“Adesh?” Cpl. Rahani whispered, shaking him
gently. “It is fine to be scared, but–”


His eyes had gone hollow, staring over
his gun sight and directly skyward, directly overhead. Much closer than
the distant fleets of the enemy he saw an object.


“Dive bomber.” He shouted at the top of his
lungs.


For a few seconds he felt that he had gone
mad, that the unreal reality of everything had consumed him. Then the bombs
fell among them and the planes swept past from out of nowhere and there was
fire, and there was rage again in the middle of Bada Aso.










22-AG-30 Bada Aso North-Central


 


Madiha had gotten her rain; she had the
water; she had the iron; the fire and fury. 


Across Bada Aso guns fired relentlessly, and
the drizzling rain picked up as smoke and fire fed into the clouds. Soon there
was a rolling shower over the city that smothered the bomb-fires in the
streets. All of those hundreds of planes seemed suddenly distant.


There was quiet, so Madiha assumed the enemy
must have been between major waves.


The Cafeteria had become her makeshift
office. It lay close to the center of the building on the bottom floor, and had
no windows. Whenever a bomb went off somewhere all the dreary lights would
fluctuate and dust would fall from the ceiling. But the noise and the rumbling
was minimal and Madiha could try to focus and to keep her calm. 


More than once she hyperventilated when she
heard the sound of a nearby gun or a swooping aircraft in the outer offices.
Worst of all was the lobby. A massive pane of clear glass had been raised over
the archway doors into the school building lobby. She felt as though it was a
scope forcing her to gaze up at the sky. Was this black and red billowing
inferno what she wanted? Could she have done anything more to try to prevent
it?


Her eyes twitched and she felt her arms seize
up at the sight. So she returned to the cafeteria for shelter. There she
waited, impotent, as the clockworks she had set into motion now worked
themselves out. She was haunted by her inability to respond within this
mechanical performance. She waited, hearing the bombs and the guns in her own
head.


“Major, we got combat reports.” Parinita
said, laying a hand on Madiha’s shoulder.


Her secretary gently laid a small folder in
front of her. Madiha donned a pair of reading glasses and turned the pages. She
had begun wearing them that very morning. They not only helped to hide the
deepening dark bags under her eyes, but they allowed her to read the small
print crammed on some of the hastily typed reports coming in. 


She was surprised at the difference they
made. She had always thought her eyesight just fine. Thankfully there were a
few pairs of generic readers in the school clinic and after trying a few she
found some that suited her fine. Parinita had helped her pick them out.


“Forty-three guns are down this quickly.
Only two hours have transpired; only a few waves of the bombardment.” Madiha
said. Her voice lost strength and turned to whispers. “According to this our
batteries have only been able to account for thirty aircraft.”


“It’s difficult. But historically speaking,
losing thirty aircraft in a few hours is a major blow to the enemy’s fleet.
Several of those were heavy bombers.” Parinita said.


“Our losses cannot be the equal of theirs.
Should this continue we’ll be helpless.”


“I know. And the air army hasn’t come to our
rescue quite yet. What keeps them?”


“Inexperience and unpreparedness.” Madiha
said. “None of those pilots have even flown a combat mission and their air
units have been poorly funded since demilitarization.”


Parinita nodded. “Good news though: our
caches and manpower are mostly intact.”


“For how long, I wonder.” Madiha said. She
felt her breath quickening.


She stood from behind the lunch table serving
as her desk, and she walked out behind the long serving counter to disguise her
nervous tics and building anxiety. She reached into her coat pocket and
withdrew a little plastic bottle, out of which she drew a small, white pill.
She popped it into her mouth and swallowed it with a glass of water from a
nearby sink. Behind her Parinita graciously attended to a pair of soldiers in
thick rubber hoods, soaked from head to toe and leaving a wet trail wherever
they moved. 


They were aircraft observers, carrying heavy
tripod-mounted telescopes strapped on belts around their backs. Madiha had
asked them to hide on the roofs of buildings to keep watch, protected, at best,
by machine guns and barrage balloons; but mostly, by nothing. When Madiha
stepped out from behind the lunch counter they were conversing already.


“Anything to report?” She asked.


“Cpl. Somner here says that a larger wave of
planes is coming, with, he believes, more low-flying bombers.” Parinita said.
Her words barely sank in when Madiha felt like someone had ticked a box inside
her, turned on some strange machinery.


“This could be our chance then.” Madiha said.



She felt a thrill down her spine, and the
words she wanted to say stuck fast to her throat and silenced her. Her body
felt heavy and the drugs in her system could barely stifle the sheer
terror she was experiencing. She moved slowly back to her cafeteria table and
withdrew her maps of the city, as well as her diagrams for the airspace
altitudes.


Along the main thoroughfares leading to the
headquarters there were a few assembled batteries. One of them was positioned
centrally enough, and built on a natural slope above the level of the district,
that it likely had enough of coverage of the sky to make it the central threat
to this incoming assault. Low-flying planes: maybe dozens of them.


All targets that she could crush in one
fell-swoop.


“Parinita, have my scout car brought out and
made ready to leave. I have to rally the sector battery near the old
observatory on Nyota hill to fend off this wave.”


Parinita looked stunned and confused, and
stood fidgeting with a file folder.


“I wouldn’t advise that Major.” Cpl. Somner
said. Parinita put on a nervous face.


“I can’t stand to lounge here a second
longer! Prepare my car.” Madiha shouted.


No one argued further. 


Twenty minutes later she stepped through the
lobby, and descended the steps outside into the rain. Her little green scout
car had been driven to the front of the building, flanked by two trucks
equipped with anti-aircraft quad machine guns. Her four-wheeled, two-passenger
unarmored car stood no chance if shot by an airplane, but it could potentially
outmaneuver strafing runs on the street if she ran it as hard as it could go. 


Or at least, that is what Madiha told
herself. 


Unlike guns she could not be entirely sure of
the car’s performance, it was all a gut feeling, and one felt in desperation,
perhaps. She ordered the KVW driver to dismount, and he did so immediately and
without argument. Raising her hands to signal the drivers of the anti-air
trucks, Madiha stepped behind the wheel of the scout car and–


“Wait, Major! Please wait! Don’t drive off
yet!”


A series of pleas from the steps to the
school; Madiha turned her head over in frustration and tried to shoo away
Parinita, who ignored her completely as she charged out of the lobby and
down the steps, carrying a Khroda machine
gun and its mounting kit. 


She had roped an engineer into helping her
heave the damned thing to the car: Sergeant Agni, the brown-skinned
young woman with long, wavy hair that had was once covered in ash from
setting off the explosive traps at the border. She was part of an engineer
battalion, and was now more covered in oil than ash, washing off her face and
hands in the rain.


“What are you doing?” Madiha shouted. “Go
back inside the base, Parinita!”


“We’re helping you! I’m not staying behind. I
can drive the car and you can use this machine gun.” Parinita shouted back.
“You never miss when you shoot, right? Inspector Kimani always said that. So
you can use this to shoot at any planes. You’ll be safer.”


“You can hardly steer
over dry ground on a peaceful day, think of what you’re saying. And
how can I use that machine gun? It is too heavy for me to heave it around from
the passenger seat. Please, Parinita, trust me and return to the base. I have
to do this–”


“I can fix the part about the gun,
commander.” Sgt. Agni interjected. 


She pulled the beige cloth tarp off the top
of the car and raised the machine gun, with Parinita’s help, onto the
passenger’s metal seat. She laid a plate in the open space between the front
and back seats, produced a few tools, and set to work bolting the mount to the
plate and the plate to the car’s rear. With the confident and quick way that
the engineer worked on the gun Madiha thought she might not even stop if
ordered to do so.  


Madiha felt a terrible wracking guilt
watching all of these people rushing to her side; she felt that she was
contributing so little to what all the people in this army were giving in return.
Parinita’s own words still stung, somewhere in the back of her mind. 


What was she worth? Was it really worth dying
to protect her? Why?


“I don’t want you to be involved in this and
endangered!” Madiha shouted.


“I’ve made my decision commander,” Parinita
said, and suddenly she began talking quickly and loudly over the rest of
Madiha’s objections without listening to them.


Developing a pronounced stutter as she went
along, she cited several seemingly disconnected military regulations involving
her role in Madiha’s staff, her role in case of emergencies, and proper
procedure for procuring and organizing convoys. Parinita continued:
“Furthermore it is written in the military code of conduct and basic
organization concerning command convoys, that the commander’s car when
travelling in dangerous territory must always have a defensive retinue
involving at least one heavy weapon!”


Stunned, Madiha could hardly get a word in
edgewise during this filibuster.


During this cacophony, Sgt. Agni finished
mounting the Khroda.


One last bolt turn groaned over the arguments
of the officer and her secretary.


They quieted and turned their heads. 


“I can also drive the car.” Sgt. Agni said,
raising her dull voice. 


She then saluted stiffly.


“You can’t argue with this, Major.” Parinita
said sternly.


Madiha sighed, raising her hands to her face.
“I cannot believe your stubbornness right now Parinita! And especially you,
Agni! You’re all supposed to follow my orders!”


“My loyalty is to Ayvarta.” Sgt.
Agni replied with little discernible affect.


Madiha supposed that meant keeping her alive
over indulging her guilt and trepidation.


She stepped out of the car, ceding the
driver’s seat to Sgt. Agni, and climbed onto the back. She stood behind the
Khroda and locked her feet into catches built into the vehicle mounting plate,
and tested the swivel. It was smooth and quick to turn, and the gun
elevated easily, even with the ballistic shield weighing it down. Along with
the gun Parinita had brought ammunition and Madiha loaded the machine gun and
worked the bolt.


She raised her hands overhead, and signaled
the crews of the gun trucks to follow her.


“To Nyota hill, Sgt. Agni, as fast as
possible; and I hope for the sake of this nation that you are a better driver
than the Chief Warrant Officer!” Madiha called out.


Parinita crossed her arms and sat with a
grumbling expression on the passenger seat.


In the distance Madiha spotted almost a
hundred planes flying lanes across the sector. 


She would have to challenge them.










22-AG-30 Bada Aso Northeast


 


Adesh woke without sense, without a window to
the world. He was overwhelmed by the smell of smoke and fire but at first he
could not move, and he could not see through the dark clouds around him, and he
could hear nothing but a vicious whistling and buzzing in his ears. His mind
swam. A dull pain traced the center of his narrow chest and across the small of
his back. It flared, turning hot and sharp as his sinews throbbed beneath the
ruined flesh. His body jerked up from the ground, but not of his own volition;
his limbs lolling in the air, his neck hanging, the smoke whipping across his
face with the strong winds.


Distant voices, warping in the hot air,
called out his name. 


Touch returned with the sound.


He was under drizzling rain, and he felt
something, solid and budging beneath him.


Pain returned to him and urged him blindly to
move and struggle. He was stricken with panic toward the condition of his
body. He gasped, coughed violently, and he shook his arms and his legs, twisted
his waist and torso. He screamed as he felt himself beaten back.


“Calm down Adesh! Calm down! You’re hurting
me! Stop thrashing already!”


Adesh fell and it seemed an eternity before
he hit the hard ground on his wounds – what he now recognized as his
wounds. He cried out and jolted awake from his stupor, embracing himself on the
floor of a nondescript building with a view of the park through its open door.
A vast plume of smoke seemed to consume the park and the road between them
and whatever could possibly remain of the anti-aircraft battery, if
anything remained.


Guns did not sound and bombs did not drop. 


There was only the sound of burning and
collapse.


Near him Eshe had also fallen, and he too
became fetal in his agony, clutching his shoulder and closing his eyes and
biting his lips. For a moment both of the boys nursed their pains, unable to
address or acknowledge the other. Adesh’s eyes were foggy and overflowing with
tears. He felt burns across his chest and back. Anxious he touched his body
with blood-spattered hands, spreading the blood across his face, his legs,
his belly.


All of him was still there. 


Burnt, bleeding from open blisters and bad
cuts; but nothing near the irreversible maiming he had feared. When he
finally recovered his senses fully and took better notice of Eshe, he saw no
burns on him, but ash and blood and grime spread across his face.


“Eshe! I’m so sorry.” Adesh said through
sobbing and tears. “I didn’t know!”


“You’ve got to focus.” Eshe said, his voice
strained. “Stop being so distracted.”


Adesh smiled feebly, tasting his own tears.
“I should maybe follow the rules more.”


Eshe breathed quickly, and his body shook
violently as he forced himself off his side and onto his back. He sat up, and
got onto his knees. From there he could barely stand again, and when he did it
was only to step closer to Adesh and sit near him. He pulled open the remains
of Adesh’s coat and shirt, and breathed a sigh of relief. He laid his head on
Adesh’s shoulder, their bodies nearly collapsed together, and he wept. “Second
degree, just a little blistering and bleeding for you. I’m so glad. You might
scar but you’ll live. When she gets back we should be able to patch you up
good, my friend. Thank everything.”


Adesh lifted his hand and stroked Eshe’s
hair. Eshe laid his hand over Adesh’s own.


Behind them a shadow cast into the building
from the doorway. 


There was a gasp and a series of rapid
footsteps. 


Nnenia dropped to her knees and threw her
arms around both boys, kissing their heads, kissing on their noses and cheeks
and lips and everything she could reach in a sudden frenzy, accompanied by
a muted weeping and sobbing. Adesh could hardly return the embrace or
affection, he felt so weak and physically incapable; Eshe raised his injured
arm around her in his place. Together they cried and wept in their little
hiding place.


“Thank the spirits you’re both alive! Eshe, I
said I would look for him! It was stupid of you to leave again! Now you’ve
gotten more hurt than before!” Nnenia cried.


“It’s fine; I found him, so there’s that.
It’s done.” Eshe shouted.


“At least you’re safe now.” Nnenia sighed
weakly.


Unlike Eshe, Nnenia seemed to have been
spared any obvious injury. 


Her normally unaffected expression was
touched now with such emotion, such pain and fear, that Adesh almost felt like
weeping again just from the sight of her. Her eyes were red and swelling from
these outbursts. She always fairly quiet and a little guarded, and it was very
moving for him to see her cry and worry and wear her emotions so openly. Though
she made little noise her face looked like she’d screamed her lungs out.


Flashing from the doorway–


An explosion outside rocked the building. 


Adesh cringed back, a sudden animal reflex
forcing him to try to move.


Nnenia and Eshe held him and tried to calm
him, and he wept and bit his lip as he struggled to control himself again. He
felt a rushing of energy and agony at once.


“Please, Adesh, you’re hurt, be still! We’re
safer in here than out there.” Eshe said.


“Where are Kufu and Corporal Rahani?” Adesh
said suddenly, breathing heavily but trying to calm down. He turned his head
around the room. “Are they alive?”


There was a thump in the dark. Adesh found
himself in an enclosed hall a few meters from the door in what seemed like a
large building. There were a half-dozen doors along the hall, and at the end of
it on either side he saw staircases leading up to a second floor, perhaps a
third. Everything was brick and concrete. It seemed a sturdy place. He heard
the thump again, and squinted his eyes. A pair of legs dangled from one of the
staircases.


“Right ‘ere kids,” Kufu said from the end of
the hall. “We’re all accounted for. If I was a believing man, I’d say one of
your gods helped us, maybe whatever flowery god the Corporal’s got a liking to.
But I ain’t; those dive bombers just got muddy goddamn sights.”


“He’s been back there all this time,” Eshe
whispered to Adesh, “Not keen on being included, that one. He’s hung back ever
since we got out from the fires.”


“He’s not keen on going outside either, the
coward,” Nnenia said, “Corporal Rahani is outside looking for survivors. I went
out too once the shock wore off.”


Adesh shook his head and tried to remember. 


At the park he had looked up at the sky, and
he was captivated by the stillness he saw, until he thought he saw a
silhouette, and heard a whistling noise, the sound of an enemy cutting through
the air to dive upon them. He alerted everyone too late. 


Coming down from a high altitude, directly
overlooking the battery, the dive-bombers had been impossible to spot. A group
of three bombers, each of them unloaded a small bomb from the underside of
their hulls at a steep angle with deadly accuracy. 


Adesh was thrown away by the force of the
blasts, and lost consciousness. 


Eshe told him that he had found him lying under
a rent blast shield with some burning material around him; perhaps the
source of his burns. He was lucky to be alive.


Together everyone theorized that perhaps the
bombs had been intended to destroy the 85mm guns, and thus the attack was
concentrated away from their own guns. 


“And despite this I was flung away like a
doll. I don’t know how I survived.” Eshe said.


Nnenia stood in the middle of the
conversation, approached the building’s face and closed the door after taking a
quick peek outside. She sat again with them. “I don’t know how I came out as
well as I did.” She said. “My head is just bleeding a little, that’s all.”


She bowed her head. 


There was blood; and Adesh would not have
characterized it as a small amount.


“Nnenia that looks serious to me. You should
patch yourself up.” Eshe said.


“Adesh is more important right now.” She
replied. Blood trickled down her ears.


“These blisters are nowhere near as bloody as
the cuts on your head.” Adesh said.


From inside Nnenia’s pouch they took a roll
of bandages and a bottle of antiseptic. Adesh demanded again that she be
patched up first, and begrudgingly Nnenia bowed her head and allowed Eshe to
sop up blood from her cuts, using some of the bandages as cloth. He applied
antiseptic from the bottle, clumsily and with a heavy hand, and then bandaged
around her head as best as he could. It was a sloppy job, but at least her wounds
were clean and shut from the air. Nnenia touched her bandaged head and winced a
little. Dark red color spread across them. She laid against the
wall beside Adesh, sighing audibly.


“Now Eshe, your shoulder is wounded too isn’t
it? I see red on your coat. Fix that.”


“You can’t be serious with this, Adesh,
you’ve been sitting there for so long now–”


“It’s against some regulation somewhere to
have a bleeding wound I’m sure.”


Eshe shook his head. “You don’t care about
rules! What a time it is for you say this!”


“But I know that you care, Eshe, so, get
patched up first.” Adesh said. 


He tried to say it with good humor.


Eshe stroked his own mouth with growing
agitation and handed Nnenia the bandages to clothe the wound on his
shoulder. Nnenia pulled back his jacket and shirt and found a bloody, ugly gash
and a few offending pieces of metal, which she pulled out. She then practically
poured the antiseptic bottle over his shoulder, and Eshe flinched and balled
his fists and grit his teeth with pain, but it was a large wound and a lot of
cleaning was necessary. They wiped it, again with some of the bandages for lack
of any clean paper or towels, before wrapping it up around the shoulder and arm
as best as they could. 


Then Eshe joined them against the wall of the
long hall. 


Outside the rain had picked up, but the bombs
were very distant.


“Hopefully the Corporal will return soon.”
Nnenia said.


Adesh nodded. He sat up straighter and turned
his head. 


“Kufu, have you any wounds in need of–”


Adesh had hardly finished speaking his
name when Kufu waved dismissively at them.


“Suit yourself then!” Eshe shouted. 


He turned his head and took a softer tone
after. “So, that means it’s your turn Adesh.”


Behind them the door gently opened, and
someone took a tentative step in. They turned, with welcoming faces, ready to
say a hujambo; but there was a haunted
figure at the doorway, clutching his arm and scarcely able to stand on one of
his legs. Chalk-white of skin, with hair almost as pale, like seeing a ghost;
and mauled along the limb he guarded. But it was his uniform that gave him
away, gray, and on his breast a medal like a black cross, specked with blood.
Around his neck hung a pair of goggles and a respirator. 


His eyes filled with tears. 


Much faster than he had stepped in, the man
limped away down the steps, making choked, pathetic noises and sobbing in some
incomprehensible tongue, nicht, nicht, hier nicht.
He could hardly get off the short steps with his bad foot, and nearly tripped
in fear.


Breathless, paralyzed, the trio watched him,
as though they had truly seen a ghost.


This silent terror passed Adesh by like a
flash of lightning before his eyes. His stomach churned, and his eyes felt cold
and dry and keenly focused. Fear washed from him quicker than ever. He was
assaulted with images, the firing of guns and the booming of bombs.


Him; it was all his fault. Everything was his
fault.


Forgetting his pain, Adesh bolted up onto his
feet in a fury, brandishing his revolver.


“Come back here! You coward! I’ll kill you!
I’ll kill all of you!”


It was like a demon had consumed him. 


Adesh fired off a shot into the air, whizzing
past the man’s head. 


Almost limping himself he charged
outside into the rain, dodging Nnenia and Eshe’s hands as they tried to hold
him back. Cold water washed over his head and shoulders and stung at the burns
on his exposed chest. Step by tumultuous step he gave chase to the fiend
without regard for his own body. His adversary cried louder and louder,
swinging his good arm to remain upright, his injured limb hanging useless at
his side. His alien tongue worked itself raw with screaming. Adesh closed the
distance, raising a shaking hand to shoot. 


His bullets flew past the man’s feet,
between his legs, under his dangling fingers. Adesh rapped the trigger until
only clicks sounded from the gun, screaming after him.


“I’ll kill you, you fucking animal! You did
this, you did all of this, all of it!”


Around him the world spun, but at the edge of
his vision Adesh spotted the wreckage of a Nochtish plane, a dive bomber, like
before. His hatred for the pilot was all consuming and spurred him to
move. He dropped his revolver, tore his knife free and pushed forward, gaining
step by step under the driving rain. Not once did the man look back, he
continued hopping, dragging his leg, clawing with his good arm as though there
was a lifeline to grab.


He was near the edge of the smoke, close
to escaping.


Adesh screamed and cursed and swung his knife
in the air.


Then a shot rang out.


The Nochtish man fell forward, his skull
blasted open. 


He fell half inside the smoke with a barely
visible splash of gore. 


Adesh felt as though the shot had woken him
from a nightmare. 


He felt a thrumming in his head, and
tightness around his eyes.


“Adesh, please go back inside.” Corporal
Rahani said. “And watch your language.”


Adesh was so surprised he nearly fell
himself. 


Rahani was behind him, holding his own
revolver out. 


Blood and water trailed down his face, giving
him a grimmer look, and the flower in his hair had lost several petals, and the
remainder had been clearly stressed and had their own little wounds. But he was
upright, and around his shoulder he carried an injured man. 


It was Lt. Bogana, his eyes closed, blood and
dirt caked around his face, and one of his hands little more than a knob of
glistening red flesh. Adesh turned around, and walked slowly back into the
building with him. Both of them stowed their sidearms. 


Inside, Rahani laid the lieutenant near the
wall and tended to him gently, wrapping bandages around his mauled hand and
cleaning his face with water collected on a helmet from the rain outside. He
made several trips to collect water, and he cleaned and dressed the lieutenant.
He had a calm expression on his face, concealing his emotions.


All the while that Rahani worked, Adesh stood
beneath the doorframe, his knife slipping from his fingers, standing frozen,
staring at the ground. Nnenia and Eshe stood impotently with him, themselves
paralyzed, trapped in some stupor. 


At the back of the hall Kufu leaned out in
shock.


Without aid or input Rahani bandaged up the
lieutenant and let him rest.


He stood up and ambled to the door frame.


On his face was a smile, a gentle, pretty
smile.


Rahani took Adesh into an embrace, laying a
hand on his head and stroking his hair.


“There, there. Everything is fine, Adesh. It
is alright for you to be scared, and alright to be angry and sad. Please be all
of those things, but please stay safe.” Rahani said.


Adesh slumped in the corporal’s warm embrace,
and he wept. 


It struck him then that he had lost his own
flower from his hair.










22-AG-30 Bada Aso North-Central


 


For the first few blocks it appeared they
might have a peaceful drive to Nyota Hill. 


Would the heavy rain remain the only obstacle
to their journey? 


Unfortunately this was a notion they were
quickly disabused of. 


Driving the scout car, Sergeant Agni led the
small convoy of anti-aircraft vehicles south on the main thoroughfare for a few
kilometers, while Parinita watched the sky with an aircraft observer’s scope
that she had to wipe down every few moments. 


Profiting from her dedication she alerted
them to the presence of enemy craft. 


Standing behind the Khroda heavy machine gun,
Madiha followed Parinita’s directions and spotted the Archer fighter planes, now
acting as ground strafing aircraft and circling the sector in search of new
prey. Madiha elevated the gun and began to follow them.


“Unless aircraft rocket technology has grown
by leaps and bounds in a year, we should be able to avoid their ordnance. It is
those machine guns that we must be wary of. Sergeant Agni, they will fire
in long, tight lanes, and you will have to strafe around them to survive.”


“Understood.”


Sgt. Agni sped up and switched gears, and
expertly took the next corner, losing almost no speed from it; her driving
certainly eclipsed Parinita’s, and she was likely a better driver than Madiha
herself. Her eyes were locked on the road and nothing seemed to distract her. 


At times it was as though the car
drove itself perfectly without her input. 


Confident in Agni’s ability, Madiha shifted
her attention skyward again. 


On a stationary position, the Khroda heavy machine gun, a relic
in use by the Ayvartan army since 2000 D.C.E was rated at a maximum range of 4
kilometers and an effective range of 2.2 kilometers. Its rate of fire was 600
rounds per minute. On a moving vehicle, spirits only knew how accurate it
was; of course, these were considerations for different eyes than Madiha’s.
Kimani always told her: she could hit anything if she aimed.


“We’re coming up on them! They’re banking
this way!” Parinita shouted.


Madiha caught a glimpse of the five planes
speeding suddenly above the convoy. 


One city block away the squadron split and
the separate aircraft turned sharply in the sky, doubling back to run their
lanes along the convoy’s path. They moved so freely that even Madiha found it
difficult to keep up with them in the darkening skies.


Old roads limited the convoy cars to
ungainly, predictable sidestepping, while the Archer planes could almost double
over their own paths, banking and turning, diving and climbing, with very few
obstacles in the way of their movement. There was only one consideration for
them: because of the disparity between flying altitude and the convoy on the
ground, the Archers would have to take shallow dives in order to shoot at them.


Like any attack on the ground it would happen
across a series of dives and climbs, and against moving targets in an urban
arena the lanes they could run were even more limited. Most of the planes were
flying perpendicular to the road and circling around.


Above the convoy the formation broke. Enemies
banked, twisted and doubled back.


“Open fire!” Madiha shouted, raising her hand
and opening her palm.


From behind the scout car the anti-aircraft
trucks began shooting, saturating the sky with machine gun bullets. Little came
from it; the Archers maintained altitude, perhaps a hundred or two hundred
meters in the air, and the cutting streams of fire seemed to almost
intentionally miss the craft, so naturally did they fly away from danger. 


Sheer volume seemed to do almost nothing
against them.


Avoiding their fire the planes
circled around the convoy, three lining up behind them, maneuvering themselves
parallel to the road, and two others flying in eccentric patterns.


“Ahead, Agni, one of them is going to cut us
off!” Madiha shouted.


Sgt. Agni veered sharply and cut their speed.


One of the circling Archers flew across and
blasted the road ahead with its cannons, leaving behind a line of small
holes before flying away. They would have been within its lane had they not
slowed when they did. Free to move again Agni sped back to full speed as
quickly as she could and drove over the lacerations on the road with ease. 


Three planes behind them accelerated into
their own shallow dives, quickly overtaking them, and opened fire with
their Norglers, a
modern equivalent to the Ayvartan Khroda. A stream of bullets
chased the convoy and perforated the ground around them.


Madiha heard a loud, wet cry and found the
windshield of the one of the trucks behind her splashed with blood. The
truck veered violently, toppled over on the leftmost street and was no more,
riddled with bullet holes and leaking oil, its crew butchered where they sat.


Overhead she heard a loud cracking and
fizzing noise.


Rockets launched from under the wings of the
craft, crashing around the scout car and kicking up columns dust and smoke
and concrete, but Agni veered away from the volley and managed to avoid every
potential hit. All of the ordnance was 30 kg rockets, too small to rely on
indirect hits. While the car rumbled from the explosions they hardly lost speed
or control, Agni was far too tight in her driving to be thrown off by the
blasts. 


Madiha hid behind her gun shield and waited.


Less then fifty meters overhead the planes
leveled out and started to climb. She finally had a bead on them. Madiha
raised her Khroda as far as it would go and opened fire.


Archers had thin armor; they were protected
mainly by speed and maneuverability. 


Throughout the day they had proved this, but
against Madiha it was a different story. Her machine gun bullets traced a line
under the hull of the leading craft, drawing smoke and fire from its
undercarriage and even striking one of its remaining rockets. 


Seizing up and starting to burn the craft
banked away from the formation and crashed, out of sight and over the rooftops.
In the midst of firing Madiha turned the stream of bullets to the next
craft and clipped numerous wounds into one of its wings, causing the remaining
planes to split up and peel violently away from the convoy’s now accurate fire.


“Almost there!” Parinita shouted,
huddling low in her seat.


While the pursuing planes scattered, circling
planes tore suddenly from their paths and haphazardly laid fire on the road.
Agni turned violently from the road and onto a connecting cobblestone path,
avoiding desperate sweeping shots from the two circling planes.


Larger explosions sounded overhead, targeting
the circling planes and forcing them back with smoke and fragments. Ahead of
the convoy, Nyota Hill appeared and woke violently, seeking to reclaim the sky
with hundreds of explosive shells from its guns.


Nyota Hill was an urban park built
around a cylindrical hillock dozens of meters in circumference that also rose
several meters over the buildings surrounding the park across the
adjoining streets. Small for a hill, compared to the larger formations present
in the Kalu, Nyota was nonetheless one of the highest places in Bada Aso, with
a commanding view. A small observatory had been raised over its peak to study
the constellations, but only a pair of walls and a thick plume of black smoke remained
of this landmark. 


A bomb had leveled it; much of the rest of
the hill showed signs of violence. 


Bomb craters and trails of Norgler fire
pockmarked the once perfectly green hill, and the wreckage of a dive bomber
rested at the foot. Nyota Hill bore the brunt of the enemy attack on the city’s
open north, but Nocht’s fury had not yet broken the important positions across
its surface. The trenches that had been dug across the slopes of
the hillock to accommodate dozens of artillery and anti-aircraft guns
still stood, and mostly intact.


From the cobblestone path Sgt. Agni drove
over a fallen fence and onto the green, while the guns around the hill cast
their explosive projectiles over the the roofs of the district, shooing away
the fighter planes still marauding. Thanks to the altitude, the surroundings,
the slope of the hill, and a varied placement of firing positions,
Nyota Hill made a very difficult target for enemy aircraft. Within the
range of those guns, no planes dared continue their pursuit. Everyone was safe
in the shadow of Nyota, for the moment.


Sgt. Agni swerved to a stop, and Madiha
dismounted. 


She ran to the hill and dove into one of the
artillery trenches cut into it, calling for the commanding officer to meet her
immediately. Parinita and Agni took their own places in the nearby trenches,
cramped with sopping wet men and women manning the guns.


In command at Nyota Hill was a
middle-aged woman, comrade Lieutenant Munira, her light skin and
dark brown hair dusty from the smoke and powder around the hill. She
arrived promptly, dropping into the same shallow trench as the Major and
directing the gun commander of the nearby 85mm to depart and run up to the
Lieutenant’s old position. 


Lt. Munira clapped her hands together and
bowed her head as a greeting. 


“Salam, Major; we received your
radio message an hour ago and have been fighting fiercely since. This was a
dangerous journey you undertook; foolhardy even. I thank the Light that you
were guided safely to us. What brings you to our little fortress?”


Madiha nodded. “Thank you for your blessing,
Lieutenant; I believe we will soon be faced with renewed enemy attack. I hope
to aid you in coordinating the defense.”


“Our observers spotted an incoming air fleet
minutes ago. We are preparing now.”


“I shall join.” Madiha said. “I hope that my
presence might reinvigorate the troops.”


“I defer to you, comrade commander.” Lt.
Munira graciously replied.


“No, I wish for you to command.” Madiha said.
“Address your troops as you see fit.”


Lt. Munira nodded her head. She stepped
outside the trench momentarily, and delivered a speech to her batteries in
a loud, fierce and very slightly accented voice. “Comrades, Major Nakar has
joined us in the face of the enemy’s bombardment, having braved rockets and
gunfire to bear witness to our victory today! As she did in the border, the
Major is here to help us brave the odds, and together we shall become a legend
of the city of Bada Aso! Fix yourselves toward the southwest, from
whence the imperialist’s aircraft approach, and turn them back with all your
fury! With Comrade Major Nakar at our side we will eject them across the seas
once more! Man your guns, and fight bravely!”


Madiha hadn’t heard of Lt. Munira much, aside
from the fact that she was one of the rare Diyam, worshipers of “the
Light,” in
the Ayvartan army. Perhaps she had been at the border battle, perhaps she was a
convert to this odd legend going around. 


When the Lieutenant called her out from her
trench, and held her hand in the air to show everyone that she was present,
Madiha could not say much. Munira’s oratory was intense and the reaction from
the troops was boisterous and determined like she had never seen. It was
uncomfortable to hear such powerful and flattering words, and worse to feel flattered by them, and feel flattered
by the synchronized cheers from the battery crews assembled around the hill.
But Madiha had little time to feel uncomfortable. 


She cleared her throat and said few words of
her own.


“Comrades, I do not merely plan to watch you
fight; I would be honored to join you in battle. As one, let us come together
to resist the profligate imperialist invaders!”


She offered to take the position of
gunner for Lt. Munira’s 85mm gun, and the Lieutenant and the previous gunner
were equally pleased to cede the seat and gun shield to her. They returned to
the trench, where Madiha took her new position. While everyone was setting up
she asked for the names of soldiers in adjacent batteries, surreptitiously
trying to collect and remember as many names as possible in order to awaken her
latent potential.


For her plan to work, she could not simply
have one gun at her disposal. She needed as many of the heavy guns as possible,
firing the strongest fragmentation ordnance available. During the hustle and
bustle, she identified most of the crews of the big guns.


“I admire your learning their names,” Munira
said, “Should I die, you can honor the fallen in my place. Truly everything
said about you is coming true before me, Major.”


Madiha nodded as though that was exactly what
she had been thinking. 


One could not have gone further from the
truth.


Then across Nyota Hill the call sounded:
“Enemy aircraft, from the southwest!”


Almost in tandem every crew adjusted their
gun elevation. Sounds of twisting and sliding metal issued from every trench as
gun elevation was adjusted, and clunking and thumping noises as shells and
shell-clips went into breeches. Gun commanders pulled up their binoculars and
issued coordinates to their crews. 


On the horizon Madiha spotted the enemy air
group, or fleet, approaching them in force.
Fighters made up the bulk once again, and in groups of five; dive bombers and
level bombers flew higher in the dark, rainy sky. Madiha’s own gun was not
automatic, and could only fire one shell at a time. Thanks to its breech
mechanisms it was a simple affair: dropping in a shell, locking the breech and
pulling the firing pin to shoot the gun, then removing the shell remnants from
the breech and repeating the process for the next shell. 


The 85mm could manage 10 to 15 rounds a
minute with a good crew. 


Sadly, unlike the anti-tank guns, it lacked
automatic shell ejection.


In minutes the two sides collided. 


Nyota Hill opened fire with everything it
had, and the Nochtish squadrons dispersed in the sky and whirled around the
landmark like currents in a storm of metal. Fighter planes strafed the trenches
with their machine guns and 12mm cannons, tearing up the green, kicking up
dust, slamming gun shields and disorienting crews, but unable to put rounds on
flesh. Dive-Bombers descended at steep angles, launching small bombs from their
undersides and rising sharply away under constant fire. It was a trick that
could not be repeated overmuch, and the hill was like a rock in the face of the
bombardment. 


Four bombers stricken by flak seemed
to disintegrate mid-dive, while several smashed portions of the trench and
threw back men and women but did no serious damage; two planes flew into heavy
fire, lost their nerves and broke away with light damage; a single plane
sped into the green, sliding uselessly downhill from the lip of a trench.


Lt. Munira raised a danava LMG over the top
of the trench and riddled the cockpit of the fallen plane with bullets. Blood
spattered over the cracked and perforated glass.


“Nam jeyid.” She said under her
breath. 


The wreckage joined the other plane at the
foot of the hill.


There were soon dozens more planes circling
the hill, but Madiha focused skyward.


Shell into the breech; she turned the handle
and locked it. 


Lt. Munira and crew raised the barrel almost
directly overhead.


Being behind an artillery gun was different
than shooting a firearm. 


As a child Madiha had fired a revolver. It
was the first time she shot at anything. 


She hit a man in the foot; there was one
bullet left and she hit him inside his mouth. Both shots had been perfect, as
though she had been born handling a gun. A firearm had a sort of texture, a
grip, a series of motions. To her eyes there was something visible, guiding
lines, a blue-print in the air that would guide her shots. Artillery pieces
were impersonal. Even if you could see the target, the piece was stationary,
and your body had no control over it. There was distortion in the lines. She
was removed from the blueprint.


She likened it to moving her limbs with her
eyes closed. 


There was a unique feeling to one’s body
moving without input from the eyes.


Time to aim was an abstraction. Madiha hardly aimed. She
always simply moved. 


An artillery piece didn’t allow her to.


Nonetheless, whatever monstrous thing twisted
away her humanity, it was powerful. She felt that eerie, demonic strength
course through her mind as her hand touched the firing pin and unleashed the
fragmentation shell into the sky. Her consciousness traveled with the
ordnance for what was to her a split second, but encompassed the whole of its
flight; the shell flew straight into the air at a steep angle, crossing
thousands of meters in tens of seconds. There was no contact with metal, no
grand rending to pieces of the enemy. 


The shell reached fuse altitude and flew past
an unsuspecting level-bomber. 


It did not miss; the shell exploded
just over the wings. 


One by one the engines on the bomber’s wing
began to fail, stricken with shrapnel. Rapidly losing altitude, the machine
fell from the clouds, its propellers fanning flames spreading across its wings
and hull. Minutes later every man and woman in the trenches watched the massive
bomber crash to earth, another wreck at the foot of Nyota Hill.


There were more targets. Now it was Madiha’s
chance. 


While everyone was distracted, she touched
that power again.


Her head grew hot, hot enough to draw sweat.
Her eyes burnt, and her vision wavered.


Bomb bay doors opened far in the sky, and
lines of ordnance dropped on the surrounding streets. A massive bomb struck the
top of the hill and pulverized the remains of the observatory. Dive bombers and
strafing planes swarmed over them like bees and came down in their twos and
threes, sweeping across the hill. Norglers blazing, under-wing rockets bursting
across the hillock, artillery flak answering each blow; Madiha felt the power
erupt from her body, hyperaware of the tumultuous environment. 


Fire and smoke and a ceaseless cacophony, and
the burning, the infernal burning; her tendrils reached across the hillock,
touching every gun she could identify with the power. 


Soon as shells left muzzles Nochtish planes
immediately began to fall. 


Quick-firing 37mm guns rent apart whole
fighter squadrons and dive bombers; 85mm and 57mm guns fired directly skyward
and sliced through level bombers and their escorts. She sustained perhaps
thirty seconds of fire, enough for a few hundred shells, before she slumped on
her gun, weeping, blinded, immobilized. She saw the wraith again, forcing its
way back inside of her, bleeding back into some unseen wound in her very
humanity.


“Major? Major!” Lt. Munira pulled her back
from the gun and laid her back on the trench. She smacked her gently in the
cheek as if to wake her. “Major, are you alright?”


“Yes, yes,” Madiha gasped, starting to
recover, “Yes, I am fine. It’s the smoke.”


She looked out from the trench and through
her wavering, blurry vision she saw a sky still filled with enemy planes. Two
squadrons of fighters took turns strafing the trenches. An instant later a
dive-bomber plunged from the sky and dropped a bomb right into a trench several
meters above Madiha’s own, casting dirt and rocks and metal down on her and Lt.
Munira’s crew. It was like fighting a swarm. How many had she managed to kill
with her power? Fifty or sixty? Nyota Hill was throwing thousands of rounds of
ammunition into the sky and seemed to make no gain. Madiha started to
hyperventilate again.


Could she reach for a barbiturate in front of
her troops? 


Could she sit here, the legend they counted
on, and fail them?


“Major, are you sure you’re not injured? You
look disoriented.” Lt. Munira said.


Dirt and rocks slid down from above, covering
Madiha’s head in a tiny stream of debris before she could reply. Something
larger dropped from above; Parinita slid clumsily down, almost crushing the
loader under herself. In her hands she gripped one of the few hand-held radios
distributed to the battery. Moments later Sgt. Agni appeared overhead as well,
firing uselessly into the sky with a Danava LMG, before casting it aside and
dropping down onto the unoccupied gunner’s seat of the 85mm gun. Lt. Munira
looked puzzled by their appearance. The emplacement trench was getting cramped
now with their presence.


“Major! You’re looking pale!” Parinita said.
“I have some good news–”


An explosion drowned out Parinita’s voice,
but she continued to speak.


Madiha made out a phrase from her voiceless
lips: Ox Air Army.


Two fighter planes circling the hillock burst
to pieces as if spontaneously. Four smaller green biplanes took their place,
collectively casting a hail of bullets over the Nochtish planes. Across the
park and over the district Nochtish fighters found themselves torn from their
strafing attacks and forced into sudden dogfights with the arrival of dozens
upon dozens of Anka biplanes from over the
city. Slower, but numerous and dogged, the biplanes surrounded their enemies
and shot at them from every direction, taking several down.


As the rain abated, the Ayvartan air force
joined the battle.


Lt. Munira leaped out of the trench and
shouted across the hillock for the batteries to watch their fire, because now
they might hit friendlies participating in pitched dogfights.


Madiha joined her, not to give orders, but to
watch the sky temporarily clearing, both of the dark clouds, and of the
beleaguered enemy fleets, swarmed by hundreds of Ayvarta’s weak but numerous
planes, blasted from below by hundreds of guns, and again unable to break Nyota
Hill and conquer the skies over the city. Above them the sky was ablaze.


Bada Aso burnt, with fury, with agony, with
courage, with defiance.










24th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E.


Adjar Dominance – City of Bada Aso


 


At “Madiha’s House” not a soul seemed to
welcome the relative silence of the new day. 


Stillness gave everyone nothing but a painful
moment to contemplate, to fall prey to discomfiting thoughts. As if to fill in
the sounds of bombs and guns, everyone seemed to speak louder and step harder
on the ground. Everyone worked hard to fill in the silence in their hearts and
minds, the cruel silence of a world that had been blasted emptier and stiller.


“It appears the Luftlotte has stopped running
sorties since the attacks this morning. The ARG-2 haven’t picked up a thing in
hours! So their continuous attacks are over.”


Madiha sat behind a cafeteria table, turning
over her curry dinner with a spoon. Parinita tried to smile at her while giving
her the news. After what seemed like interminable bombing and strafing, they
had somehow expelled the Luftlotte. Unfortunately, massive damage had been
dealt to the city infrastructure. Only a big portable petrol generator provided
power to the headquarters now, and the lights flickered even without bomb
blasts and shockwaves to disturb them. Half the city was without water
service or lights.


“Do you want to take a look for yourself, or
just the highlights?” Parinita said.


Across from her, the secretary pushed
forward a file folder with a fresh strategic report.


“I will confess a touch of fear at the
prospect of reading that.” Madiha said.


“Well the news is about as rosey as it can
be.” Parinita shrugged. “On the bright side, judging by the wreckage, and from
reports from the flak batteries and from pilots, over the course of the
fighting we downed almost 300 Nochtish aircraft, including large amounts of the
fighter craft they used for strafing. So future dogfights will be a little
easier on what’s left of our Anka planes. Which brings me to the downside,
which is that we’ve maybe got 100 planes left, if that. The Luftlotte flew
twenty times the sorties we did, and it cost them, but it also practically
destroyed our air force too. Nobody’s got the skies anymore.”


Madiha raised her hands to her face. That
first day of air battles was a large boost in morale for the troops, but then
the reality set in. There was massive attrition of planes on both sides. The
Ox air army was decimated in two days. She had no idea how much Nocht had
left, but the Luftlotte had gotten the message. From 600 sorties the first day,
to 200 sorties the second, and now not a single enemy plane over their skies. 


She could only hope that both their
air forces had been broken by the brutality of the air fighting, and not just
hers. Swallowing hard, she cracked open the report. 


It was more or less what she expected to see,
and she wanted to weep and scream and stomp her feet from the sight of it.
Casualties were massive. They had to bury 10,000 bodies. There were thousands
injured. Civilians had taken the cruel brunt, maimed and killed in collapses of
shelters that had proven inadequate, but the stationary troops, gun battery
crews and observers were hit hard as well. Materiel loses were minimal, and she
still had the overwhelming majority of her eight divisions in Bada Aso. 


One ARG-2 had been damaged in an evacuation
accident.


One miraculous bright spot: the forces in the
Kalu had gone entirely unmolested.


But the more she thought about it the more
she felt personally responsible for this failure, for the debacle of this air
defense, for how poorly ready the city was for the attack. What had she known
about air defense, about air battle; what did she even know now? She knew that
if she personally fired an artillery gun, she could hit a bomber. 


She was worse than useless as a commander. 


She was no genius, no hero of the border or
any of that nonsense her troops desperately clung to in order to view
themselves as anything more than pawns in an abstract political game between
their bickering government and the bloodthirsty imperialists from overseas who
saw them as a threat to the peace of the world. With a shaking hand she reached
into her jacket and withdrew a barbiturate pill to calm her nerves.


Parinita reached out her hands, holding
Madiha’s with both of hers.


“Please, don’t.” She said. “I saw you drink
one just thirty minutes ago Madiha.”


Madiha didn’t struggle. 


She dropped the pill, and collapsed over the
table, burying her face in her arms.


She was a monster more useless than the human
she had once thought she was.


A monster that could not even wield her monstrous
power against anybody.


All she had left was the pain and the plan.
Parinita was right. 


Taking the pills was just useless.


“Schedule a briefing with the captains from
each division. We need to go over the defense plan and deploy. Nocht’s land
forces will not be far.” Madiha said. 


She was speaking without affect, like someone
from the KVW. 


Not because of conditioning, which she had
never received, but exhaustion. She was just too beleaguered to feel anymore.
What use were the tears of a monster in commemorating the dead? The pity of a
monster for the people she herself had condemned? There was no point in
living in this shell of humanity any longer. She was Major Nakar, a freakish
thing in human form given pitiless command over an army.


Parinita nodded obediently and stepped away
from the table. 


She rounded it, pulled up a chair beside
Madiha.


“There’s something I’ve been meaning to tell
you–”


“Not now, please.” Madiha mumbled.


Again, Parinita nodded obediently. She laid
her head on her arms as well.


For a moment, they just sat there together.
It felt nicer than Madiha wanted to admit.










11.  The Legions of Hell


 










25th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 DCE, Night


Solstice Dominance – Postill Square


 


A bonfire raged in the massive common
square outside of the main barracks. Revolutionary Guard and KVW soldiers
stood around it, staring into it, quiet, seemingly pensive. They threw badges,
patches, identifications into the flames in protest.


Their old lives as part of the government
were over. 


Men and women looked on at their comrades
before taking their turns. 


There were similar expressions across every
face, difficult to read, regardless of whether KVW or Revolutionary Guard. Both
the black-uniformed and red-and-gold uniformed troops looked the same, and had
similar training. They had similar opinions about the events in the city.
Warden Kansal had given them orders, and they would follow them. It was
impossible that a disloyal thought could cross their minds. 


Those who were used to the eccentricities of
KVW-conditioned people, though, could see signs of anxiety. Pacing, lack of
sleep and loss of appetite, reluctant eye contact. 


They were humans still, after all. They
feared for the future.


Everyone resisting the Civil Council
traveled to the far north of the city, assembling in makeshift barracks
around Postill Square, a grand plaza dedicated to the Revolutionary Guards who
had fought so bravely to defeat the White Army in the Ayvartan Civil War.
Armaments Hill loomed in the background, opening its doors to supply them.
Trucks were still arriving around the area, carrying police and
Revolutionary Guards from across the vast capital city. An army growing to
almost 200,000 troops built up, unit by unit, with the ten divisions of the
Revolutionary Guards making up the bulk, along with several divisions of police
rearmed as KVW soldiers, and the 3rd KVW Mechanized Division.


It was an army that could have conquered the
city it had sworn to protect.


Instead, under orders from Warden Kansal,
they abdicated their positions, essentially going on a mass labor strike. They
would not abide the suspicious allegiances of the Civil Council – but they
also did not mobilize to end it. They could not mobilize south to fight Nocht
even if they wanted to – their rail capacity was at its limits, and any other
mode of transportation would not be enough to ferry them. Their action so far
was only protest.


There was only one enemy in sight, and they
chose to fight it in a different fashion.


The Warden knew that the city administration was
reeling from this mass betrayal.


 The
Civil Council had always loved the police and guards, so courteous and loyal,
perfect in their demeanor and professional in their duties. The Civil Council
loved obedience and order and they let their guard down around anyone after
they obeyed enough orders and followed enough regulations. But
who established them? Who trained them? 


These things could not be removed by simply
changing jurisdictions and making new uniforms. The Revolutionary Guard and
Police accepted severance from the KVW because Kansal allowed it to happen. She
allowed them to become part of the Civil Council, she allowed herself to become
separated from her followers this way, because they were still loyal to her
throughout. Warden Kansal’s trump card was always poorly hidden. 


It was disbelief that kept suspicion at bay. 


She counted on a lack of understanding, first
and foremost. 


She was always blunt. She hid only because
people opted not to see her. Always those eyes had overlooked her for one reason
or another. Perhaps because she was a woman; perhaps because in the past she
had been injured, altering the functioning of her body. Perhaps because she
seemed foolish and brutish and unsuited to scheming.


How could this one woman control hundreds of
thousands of people? 


How could she, with the snap of a finger,
organize them to turn their backs on everything they committed themselves to
for years without an inkling of visible rebellion? 


Short of magic, it was simply not possible. 


Across the last five years everyone was
certain that the Police was the Police and the Revolutionary Guard the
Revolutionary Guard. The KVW had been broken and shrunk.


Short of magic, indeed.


 It was
not magic, but much of it might
as well have been. It had worked miraculously.


Now the Warden stared out at the consequences
of her decision. From the guard tower on Armaments Hill, her temporary new
home, she watched as the guardians of the city gathered in this strip of land
below, to live away from their police stations, from their depots, from
everything still nominally owned by the Civil Council. To protest; to strike.


An army, essentially, on strike; and a city
visibly bereft of their stewardship. 


Crime was always low, and grew lower the more
people discovered that socialism was apparently here to stay, and that it was
largely taking care of them. Would people revert to barbarity without them?
Certainly not. But they would see the movement. They would understand that
things were changing, and perhaps for the worse. 


Perhaps, now freed from hunger, they would
take notice of the politics around them.


There would be anxiety and tension; the
violence of the world upon the human mind. 


Violence could bring change.


Daksha Kansal felt that violence in her own
mind, and it made it hard to understand her own thoughts. Other people could
see a continuity of their experiences, and they could analyze the torrent of
information that led them to action. Daksha’s whole life felt as if she could
only see it through cracked glass. She felt an existential pain when she tried
to think about what she had done, the faces she had seen, the promises she had
made.


She thought of the people who stewarded her,
and what they would think.


Fundamentally, she had failed Ayvarta.


“Among all religions, the Messians, the
Ancestor-Worshipers, the Spiritists, the Diyam, the Hudim; all of them believe
that the world was forged in fire. I don’t believe, but I understand what they
see in that first flame, the World Flame, that their Gods used to forge what
would become the world. I can see why they think we all rose from fire.”


Behind her, Admiral Kremina Qote looked up
from a long table that had become her new desk. Despite how quickly Kremina
spoke and how little she thought about what she would say, her words always had
meaning for Kremina. 


She gave her a subdued smile, looking
wistfully at the floor.


“Well. One way or another, the whole world is
likely burning now.” Kremina said.


“Indeed. Was this trajectory inevitable? Or,
had we been stronger, could we have built something more lasting? I feel guilty
that I allowed things to come to this.”


“Daksha, this is not over yet, we have not–”


Daksha raised her hand to stop her, all the
while continuing to speak.


“As a child I saw people build and rebuild
only to face continuing destruction. I perpetuated it myself. I have always
felt myself drawn to violence and scarred by violence. I have committed
horrible, horrible acts. Could the world be changed by anything else?”


“Are you going to overthrow them?” Kremina
asked suddenly. “I would support you.”


Daksha paused. She broke eye contact, staring
at a candle on the table.


“I don’t want to. I wanted revolution to end
the violence. But I can’t seem to escape it.”


Daksha’s mind was like a cipher but Kremina
was closer to earth. Her feelings were tangible. Kremina felt ashamed of
herself for a moment, but she also felt strongly that this violence was
necessary. When she was younger she thought she saw virtue in compromise, but
tension now cut through her restraint and made her optimism appear naive. 


She hated the ridiculous government that had
needled its way to influence over Ayvarta. She hated the passivity she felt in
interacting with them on their level. Were they not revolutionaries? Why not
murder them all? Why not run right into council, and excise all of those
irrelevant fools from the world. What was the worth of an election where people
chose between hacks who had simply swapped into a new political aesthetic?


“We need to put a stop to this while we still
have land to fight over.” Kremina insisted.


“People need to be spared this cycle.” Daksha
said. “People cannot grow like I have, feeling what I do. They need stability.
When the world changes they need to see it that it is not just fire that does
it. People aren’t phoenixes: they can’t keep rising healthily out of fire and
ashes. They should not have to burn to a crisp to see the world grow better.
This is why we are merely striking. I want to believe we can change this
without more war.”


“I know your trepidation, Daksha, but in this
case I am coming to believe that more radical action might be required. We need
major changes. The Collaborators sympathize with Nocht: I can feel it. Their
ambivalence is only that if Nocht takes over, they have no guarantee that it will
be their Empire again. Kaiserin Trueday
will not spare them. They don’t care about their own people; all they want is
to reposition themselves for privilege, morphing to take advantage of whatever
environment they’re in, like chameleons.”


“That might be a little harsh.” Daksha said.
She was treading lightly. 


It felt very fake and unlike her.


Kremina scoffed at this. “Can we be truly so
sure? Don’t you also feel this from them?”


Daksha turned away again, her eyes fixed on
the black, moonless sky overhead. 


Even the stars were bleak. Light from
the bonfire stretched far across the square and shadows stretched with it.
Passersby put on a play on the walls with their every movement across the great
fire. Even now she was trying to protect Kremina. Between them there were many
dynamics clashing; they were lovers, state partners, military minds,
comrades. They had been so many things together and occupied so many roles
toward on another. Kremina thought Daksha’s distance misguided. But she said no
word of obvious criticism.


“What will it take then for us to take
action?” Kremina demanded.


“I want the Council to collapse and make way
for us to take over and conduct this war right.” Daksha said. “But I don’t want
a mass murder to carve that path for us.”


“It’s not a mass murder! It’s a revolution!”
Kremina said.


She could tell Daksha was not listening to
her in full. 


The Warden had a tired, dreaming look in her
eyes.


“I am putting my hopes on Nakar. I’m not
religious, yet I foolishly desire a sign from her. She showed us a sign
before, didn’t she? As a child, we saw in her the power to destroy something
that seemed eternal, and to erect something better in its place.”


“She forgot everything.” Kremina said. She
spoke in an almost pleading voice. “Her powers might have died along with the
Empire. You are elevating her to a position that we are not sure she can take;
or that she even wants. We are an army, Daksha!”


“I know. I know it is irrational. But I will
give her time, down in Bada Aso. I will give her time to win for us. Upon her I
want to pin my humanity. It is unfair to use her again like this, after all we
have done. But I want to believe that there can be something for us other than
a second civil war with an even greater foe waiting to pounce upon us.”


Kremina gazed upon her lover with pain. 


Both of them buckled under the weight of this
crisis.


“I understand that. But if you won’t do what
is necessary, then I might have to.”


Daksha smiled. Kremina stood resolute. 


“I don’t wish that blood on anyone’s hands.”
Daksha said.


“When the time comes it will be my decision.
We tried our best for all these years to work with them, and to try to
rationally reconcile all of our positions for the good of people. We have
housed them and fed them, but have we truly freed them? Or are they simply
waiting in the interim between one set of tyrants and another burgeoning set?
That is my fear, Daksha, when I speak to these councilors and when I engage
their politics.”


“Let us wait for a while. Worse comes to
worse, I promise I will be history’s monster.”


Her attitude changed easily when others swore
themselves to extremes. Daksha was still protecting her, still trying to be the
first to die and still making herself the monster, the face of the evil the
world saw in them. Kremina saw her then as she had seen her over twenty years
ago, when they made their secret pact. 


She was a low-ranked naval officer, slim and
untouched by the world. Daksha was tall and strong, her skin a warm brown like
baked leather, her hair black as the night. One of her arms had been broken and
now it moved with difficulty. One of her legs was stiff from injuries. She was
awkward in pure motion, but with her own grace, taken in aggregate. Strong,
passionate; that was the Daksha she knew.


 But
she saw herself always as the monster.


“Can we wait? Kremina?”


She reached out her hand. Kremina took it. 


Their fingers entwined. Irrationally, they
would wait.


As these two souls tried desperately to see
through the fog suddenly surrounding each other, suddenly clouding the world
they thought they knew, ambivalence reigned around the capital. Everyone
wanted to see a future ahead of them. As the patches of the police and
revolutionary guards burnt in the bonfire outside, everyone waited, almost
religiously, for a sign that might justify a course of action, for better or
worse. 


Their eyes fell on Bada Aso.


Perhaps there was another monster there in
whom they could all count.


There was still a chance that Madiha Nakar
could win in Bada Aso.


Her victory would be a victory for Daksha and
Kremina.


Then the Council would have to acknowledge
that success, and their own failures.


It was either that, or another bloody civil
war. 










24th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 DCE


Nocht Federation Republic of Rhinea –
Citadel Nocht


 


Citadel Nocht was alive with the ringing of
phones and the crackling of noisy radios. 


Under a constant barrage of snow the massive
spiraling black building that was the nerve center of the Federation housed
thousands of workers, hundreds of guards; its offices fielded millions of
questions and gave billions of answers through kilometers upon
kilometers of telephone and telegraph wire. These were the neurons that carried
impulse for the movements of Nocht’s twelve state organs and its untold
amounts of limbs, the most important of which, at the present included
the Schwarzkopf secret
police, the Brown Shirt police, the Vereinigte Heer,
the Luftlotte and Bundesmarine.



At the crown of this man-made encephalon was
the office of the Federation President, elected by the voters of each state.
Largely, this organ existed to digest a world’s worth of information and within
the day both inform this singular man, and transform his reactions into a
world’s worth of policies, answers, and, lately, retributions.


This was the machine of the Libertaire technocrats,
the temple of their industry, the proving ground of their science. Atop this
machine, the exceptional man seethed; President Lehner had received a world’s
worth of news and it was not news that he liked.


A wave of terrorist attacks in Lubon had
slowed the tottering nation of elven faeries even further than expected; in
Yu-Kitan resistance from the Jade Throne and the communist guerillas in the
jungles of the interior had forced the Hanwan Shogun to commit more troops and
reduce his own commitment to the larger war. While attacks on the major ports
of northern Ayvarta were still planned, supporting landings would be cancelled.



In Nocht itself, Lehner’s foolish, misguided
voters broke out in riots over a tightening on banks and groceries to prevent
malcontents from hoarding resources the nation required. His brown shirts and
black heads had gone swiftly to work, but the minor episodes across the
Republics of the Federation left a sour taste in his mouth. He thought his
people better educated than this; he would have to take new and special efforts
to instill upon them proper and patriotic values. He needed his population
capable of supporting a war.


War was the current bright spot; a week’s
worth of fighting was going beautifully.


But Lehner did not pride himself on
complacency. 


He found problem areas, and he seethed at
them too.


To his office he summoned General Aldrecht
Braun, chief of the Oberkommando Des Heeres. He was
the kind of man that Lehner hated. Facing him was like peering at a museum
piece. He was thin as a stick and straight as one, his skin graying, pitted,
covered in cracks. He had an old world flair to him, a chiseled countenance
with a dominating mustache that seemed to link to his sideburns, and a dozen
medals on his black coat none of which Lehner had given him. Through the double
doors he strode proudly into the office, chin up, maintaining eye contact; he
trod casually upon the red and blue stripes of the Federation, over the
twelve stars of the Republics, over the iron Eagle. All of the Presidents
peered down at him from their portraits. He did not sit before Lehner’s desk.


Always, he stood, and always, he stared,
keeping Lehner’s eyes. 


Miserable old codger; Lehner could’ve spat at
him.


But it would not do to give anyone that
satisfaction. 


It would have looked bad in the papers.


“Mr. President, it is always an honor to be
in your presence. I am prepared to clarify any report made to you. I assume you
have received most of our current information.”


“I have,” Lehner replied, smiling, “Actually,
wanted to talk to you about that, big fella. I want you to do some of that
clarifying you speak of. See, I’ve spoken with some ladies and gentlemen about
a few planes; well, actually not a few, quite a lot. A disturbing amount of
planes, none of which are flying, would you happen to know anything about
that?”


President Lehner always spoke in a rapid-fire
tone, as though his thoughts would run away from him if he did not hurry. He
spoke quickly and easily without a hitch.


“I heard that Air Admiral Kulbert has
grounded the Luftlotte due to losses.”


“Yeah, I know! Funny that! I told him to
ground it after he gave me this ridiculous number of planes he lost to try
to help your boys break into a city that, by the way, they still don’t seem to
have broken into at all. Six hundred sorties two days ago, three hundred
yesterday, and a few token ones today. Sounds like he was busy; and you weren’t.”


“First incursions into Bada Aso begin
tomorrow, Mr. President. All has its due time.”


“So,” President Lehner started to laugh,
a nervous, haughty laugh, an effort to conceal his rising fury, “so Braun,
tell me about those planes, huh? Don’t try to divert me from those planes,
right? I love planes, I have a plane right here in my desk because I
fucking love planes. So let’s be honest. Tell me about how we lost
almost five hundred planes in three days, and then if you’d be so kind, tell me
why I haven’t sacked you. I’m eager to listen! Always eager to listen. I love
my people. I don’t love losing five
hundred fucking planes,” He exhaled thoroughly, “but I can give you
the benefit of the doubt.”


General Braun was direct. In a matter-of-fact
voice, he spoke. “We have not lost 500 planes, mister President. We completely
lost 250 planes; plus 100 critically damaged, 50 lightly damaged, 100 planes
grounded due to crew injury, out of 1000 planes–”


President Lehner interrupted him. “Word of advice?
This angle is not saving your job right now.”
He picked up a model airplane from his desk, and raised his hand up with it.
“This is your job right now. And this is where it’s going.” 


He dropped the model; it smashed on the
desktop.


General Braun winced as the pieces flew from
the desk. 


Several fell in front of his shoes.


“My apologies, Mr. President. I do not have
the full details, but from what I understand the air defense network in Bada
Aso seemed to have become much more efficient than we anticipated. Our highest
losses occurred on the very first day, and lessened afterward.”


“Well, yeah, because you flew less
sorties. Otherwise you’d have pissed away even more of my planes, maybe even all of my planes. All because you got
some bad info.”


“With all due respect sir, I do not command
the air troops nor am I in charge of the intelligence gathering for the air
troops. Kulbert might be able to tell you more.”


President Lehner smiled. “You’re right Braun.
You’re right. Let’s just press on, shall we? We’ll talk about those planes more
in the future, because they won’t ever fly again over the Adjar dominance
without my explicit authorization, in order to prevent more of these
thick-headed, wasteful operations. So, we have all the time in the world, don’t
we?”


General Braun did not flinch. He remained
standing. 


President Lehner’s own frenetic pace worked
against him, and he felt an almost physical pain at the thought of remaining on
the subject of the damaged planes. Quickly they turned to discussing the
ground forces. Braun displayed an intimate knowledge of the city of Bada Aso,
the final bastion of the communist resistance in Adjar. 


The city had not yet been seriously
challenged from the ground, and the forces retreating pell-mell from the rest
of the region had gathered there to make their stand; or, Lehner assumed, they
had been merely told not to run any further on the pain of death, and thus the
pathetic flight of the communist forces by coincidence had happened to end
there. It’s what he would have done in the situation. Braun boasted about
his advantages.


“We know the city and surrounding regions
like the backs of our hands now.”


“I’m skeptical.” Lehner replied. Had he
really had such knowledge of the city, the air troops would not have been
caught off-guard. Hubris alone did not account for that.


“We have first-hand information from former
communists.” Braun said.


Lehner blinked with surprise. “I love having
people inside places; I don’t understand how we did it though. I thought these
people were fanatica. Can you trust anything they say? Who did you manage to
rope in anyway? Are you picking through the peasants?”


“A few officers from the Adjar command, and a
few captured soldiers. Apparently the invasion caused them to reconsider their
allegiances. It’s not surprising to me. Adjar was one of the most rebellious
Dominances of the old Ayvartan Empire. When the Empire fell, Adjar moved
quickly to secede into its own country, same with Cissea and Mamlakha. But
Adjar didn’t get away with it: the communists tightened the screws on them.
They would win eventually, but Adjar resisted enough that they settled things
with a truce instead and formed a collaborative government, making certain
concessions to the rebellious territories. There have been seeds of anti-communist
rebellion in Adjar ever since, though the Ayvartan KVW has swiftly rooted
out and crushed many of these over time.”


“Love a good history lesson, but cut to the
chase here. What have ‘our people’ done for us yet, huh? They didn’t seem to be
much help to our planes these past few days.”


“Well, Mr. President, they aren’t magic. But
for one, we have some decent basic maps of Bada Aso, as well as some
understanding of the forces inside. Their intelligence has been valuable
in guiding our pace, Mr. President. And that is why Bada Aso is not yet under
attack. We’ve made preparations. Tomorrow, the hammer will fall upon it.”


“Battlegroup Ox are our opponents, right? Led
by that ore smuggler, Gowon. A pretty farcical enemy if you ask me. Thanks
to him we have details on Ayvartan weapons.”


“Indeed. Gowon has proven very valuable and
very predictable so far. He saw us, turned tail and ran from the border. But
we’ve got him cornered now. He has about eight good divisions and two
resoundingly pathetic tank divisions at his disposal. All of them are holed up
inside the city. We will advance from the south and force a sizable foothold
within the city, and once we have tied up their forces, we will sweep in from
the east across the Kalu. Von Sturm is the primary architect of this
assault. Meist, Anschel and Von Drachen stand in support. Lead elements
are the Blue Corps, 6th Grenadier and 13th Panzergrenadier; in the Kalu we will
use the 2nd and 3rd Panzer Divisions.”


“I’m not fond of that Drachen guy,” President
Lehner said, “I read his file. Actually, my secretary read his file, and then
she told me I wouldn’t be fond of him. Guess what? I wasn’t. She’s a sharp
lady; anyway, I don’t like him. He’s weird. Did you know that’s not even his
name? Tell me about a man who chooses to name himself Von Drachen and won’t
tell you his real name. Von Drachen? How pretentious;
I’m not fond of him at all, Braun, not at all. I don’t like him or his fake
name. His grammatically poor fake name.”


“He was commissioned by your predecessor sir.
He practically delivered Cissea to us in a few weeks after he defected from
them, and has been fully trustworthy since then.”


“Well, y’know, sometimes you have to
recognize geniuses even if they’re assholes. The man’s got a gift for
killing people. But I wouldn’t give him a front-line position in a really
critical urban operation. There’s a difference, it’s like friends you drink
with and friends you show your parents. And friends who haven’t betrayed anyone
before, too.”


Braun nodded deferringly. 


“Then do you wish for me to impress upon Von
Sturm this difference?”


“Oh, no, that’d set us back right now. Just.
Ugh. Ignore I said anything. This was a stupid angle. I should just keep my
feelings to myself more often, I suppose.”


“If you say so, Mr. President.”


President Lehner was fickle, and he knew it,
but he let his moods carry him away. In speech he let his wild flourishes of
the tongue go where they went, and when there came a time to confront an
issue his massive staff could not quantify and break down, he let his
instincts dictate the course. His mood had not yet failed him; he had rode it
over opposition that deemed him too young and brash for the office, and now he
rode it over a people in his eyes too old and worn to capably fight back against
it. It was nature, science, progress; it was manifest that the new men would
defeat and replace the old. 


He was the New Man.


Behind the big desk, President
Lehner felt compelled to extend discourse to his lessers. What was meant
to be a quick chewing out and terrorizing of a hated officer, turned into an
hours-long discussion on war and strategy in which General Braun almost
impressed the President. Not in his ability to talk or conduct war, which
Lehner largely thought overrated: but rather, in his ability to stand,
unblinking, and speak for extended periods. 


What a hilarious old buffoon.










25th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 DCE


Adjar Dominance – Outskirts of Bada Aso,
South-Center District


 


Gray clouds loomed overhead, but the Kalu
region and Bada Aso received little of the expected rains. Under the muggy
gloom, a new army advanced across the wet grassland and over the muddy old
roads, tramping in shallow puddles and across broken street. 


From the southern approach the city was
eerily quiet. The Landsers could
hear every mechanical struggle and hiccup and neigh of their long convoy of
vehicles and horses. An entire Battalion rode to battle that day,
comprised of over 800 men in vehicles and horse mounts, but nobody alive
met them through their long drive into the city.


Even the wind was quiet, picking up little
except foul smells of day-old smothered fires. Gradually they left the
countryside behind and pushed into the urbanization of Bada Aso. Dirt roads
turned black with sturdy pavement; clusters of buildings grew thicker around
them, though few stood taller than burnt out foundation. 


The 6th Grenadier Division’s 2nd
Battalion crept through the ruins of the outer neighborhoods of Bada Aso,
finding several kilometers worth of ghost town. It seemed like three
out of every four buildings had been smashed by bombs, and the debris spilled
across the streets. Near the city limits the mounds and stretches of debris
that crossed the landscape were largely surmountable, either navigable enough
for the convoy to run over or near a clean road by which the march could
circumvent the obstacle entirely.


With every block bypassed the ruins
raised new challenges. In the thicker urbanization there were larger buildings
and tighter crossings. The 6th Grenadiers found themselves considerably slowed
down by their mounts and vehicles. Soon the Landsers stopped entirely.
They found themselves faced with a wall of rubble from a tenement
collapse.


Captain Aschekind gave the dismount order. 


At the head of the convoy, a single Squire half-track
unloaded its compliment of ten men, who quickly surveyed the wall. Aschekind
was among them. Other infantry squads mounted on horses and a few on trucks
dismounted and assembled in turn. In all there were over forty of these squads,
accounting for more than half the men in the battalion. 


Making up the rest were support groups of Norgler machine gunners, a
small cadre of snipers, and far behind them at the rear of the march,
communications officers and the logistics train. Food, ammunition, medical;
over a kilometer behind for safety. They would start putting down wires for
field telephone, and coordinate the arrival of reinforcements and the
deployment of higher-level assets. Second Battalion lacked any kind
of personal heavy anti-tank guns or heavy artillery support, all of it waiting
to be released piecemeal by the Divisional command that lagged outside of the
city, dozens of kilometers away.


Horse-drawn carts would have to pull many of
these weapons into the city, and would also be responsible for towing them
between reserve zones and combat areas.


In the midst of all this, Private Kern
Beckert was overwhelmed with uncertainty.


Nocht was moving. Boots hit the ground in
Bada Aso. 


To the east and west, the Cissean Azul corps
protected their flanks. They had arrived first, and they were likely fighting
even as the Nochtish men dismounted. For the 6th Grenadier Division’s 2nd
Battalion the most crucial objective had been saved. They would drive down the
center and secure the major thoroughfare of Bada Aso, winning operational
freedom for Nocht’s motor and horse pool, and for their armored forces.


Or at least that had been the theory; given
the poor terrain conditions it seemed much more complicated than that.
Planting your flag on a road did not make it more navigable.


As his fellow Landsers dismounted, checked
their weapons and awaited orders to march, Kern faced the rubble in front of
him and the debris-choked expanse of the city around him, and even in the midst
of hundreds of his fellow men, he felt remarkably small.


 He
knew none of the other men. He hardly spoke to them. He felt his burning in his
gut when he thought of speaking to anybody. What would he tell them? 


Riveting stories from the corn farms of
Oberon?


He put up a tough front, because everyone
else seemed to do the same. 


There was idle chatter from men who had
fought alongside one another before and had some familiarity. This was
Kern’s first combat action. He had been assigned to 2nd Battalion just a few
days ago from the boat-bound reserve forces.


What was he doing in Ayvarta? 


He had thought the world smaller than it was.
It was too big for a farmer’s boy.


He shouldn’t have run from home.


Before he knew it, Captain Aschekind called
for a forward Company, over 200 men; and Kern found himself moving, mimicking
the eager men around him. They joined their Captain at the edge of the rubble,
and began to climb the high mound. Aschekind was a monument of a man,
broad-shouldered, thick-armed, and imposing in his officer’s coat. His fists
seemed more frightful than his pistol. An angry red scar crossed his left
cheekbone. His expression was grim and focused, betraying little of what he
might have thought of the men around him. Kern felt helpless around him, and instinctually
feared him.


The Captain hardly seemed to climb; instead
he took determined steps up the slippery rubble, crunching with his feet on the
dusty cement, brick, wood and jagged rebar debris.


Kern was just an ordinary man; a boy, some
would even say, barely twenty years. Blonde and blue-eyed and clean-faced,
athletic, or so he once thought. Perhaps the sort of man that a man like
Aschekind once was, before war turned them into moving stone. He climbed
with his hands and his feet, as though crawling up the mound. Dust and small
rocks fell in the wake of faster climbers and momentarily dazed him. He felt
the sharp rock and bits of metal scrape him through his gray uniform. His kit
felt heavier than ever. 


He had a grenade, he had his rifle and he had
various accouterments like rations and rope and a battery-powered torch. He had
extra ammunition for his squad’s light machine gun. He was exhausted a dozen
hand-holds up the rubble, perhaps nine or ten meters from the floor. Kern
struggled to catch his breath. Groaning men wedged up past him.


He cast eyes around himself at his
fellow climbers. 


He could hardly tell who was even in his own
squad.


Atop the mound of rubble they had a
commanding view of the surrounding area. It was hotter and drier up there than
on the road. There was a breath-taking view from over the rubble, but he
wouldn’t get to cherish it for long. Aschekind tersely ordered the men to drop
to their stomachs and crawl so they would not be spotted atop the mound.
Forward observers moved front, surveying with binoculars the streets ahead. 


From their position they relayed that they
could see the first Ayvartan defensive line, comprising various shapes of
sandbag barriers around heavy machine guns and a couple of light mortars.
Observers reported that the communists had based their defense in two
echelons of fifty troops, including, regrettably, both men and women, and
these cadres stood each across from the other on a tight, three-road
intersection like a side-ways ‘T.’ 


Overturned buildings, mounds of rubble and
shattered streets that would block the full brunt of the enemy’s attack covered
half of the way to the enemy’s defenses at the intersection. Then just as
starkly the ruins stopped for hundreds of meters. For significant length
of the way to the intersection the assault run over pristine terrain.


Kern listened with growing trepidation. 


Captain Aschekind, however, was unmoved by
this obstacle.


“Establish the eight centimeter mortars here.
All of the forward rifle squads here will advance undettered but with caution.
We may yet surprise them.” Aschekind said.


Kern and his fellow Landsers crawled along
the top of the mound and slid carefully down the other end to the ground.
Immediately they took cover in whatever rubble they could find. Aschekind was
right: the Ayvartans had not yet spotted them. 


Methodically the rifle squads advanced toward
the line. 


Squad leaders moved ahead with their
designated scout partners, followed by the gun
group, consisting of the Company’s Norgler machine gunners. Everyone moved
from cover to cover. And at first there was a king’s ransom of potential cover:
a collapsed piece of the road, drenched in water from broken pipes; the
overturned facade of a building, creating a mound behind which a man was
invisible; husks of blown-out vehicles; and open ruins and the spaces between
and around buildings, acting as cement barriers.


Squad by squad the Landsers moved forward,
each treading the expert paths of the men before them. Kern found himself
pressed into the middle of the column near the Gewehrsgruppe, the machine gun
group responsible for volume fire to cover the Company’s advance. All of them
had heavy packs, and walked in twos. 


Up ahead the “headquarters” consisting of
various leading officers made the first moves to new cover, and directed
everyone; when to run, when to duck, when individual squads should tighten or
loosen formation. Behind his place in the line followed riflemen like Kern with
no special designation. It was a textbook march, and they carried it out
with professional character. Over two-hundred men, moving almost in
secret. 


Everything was going perfectly.


Despite himself, Kern felt a strangely
renewed sense of confidence when he saw everyone moving as the pamphlets showed
and as they had practiced in drills. Perhaps by rote he could survive the
battle ahead. Perhaps he had learned to be a soldier. No longer was he the farm
boy running from responsibility; he was a Nochtish Grenadier.


Tactical movement carried the Company far
into the rubble, but cover grew sparser as they went. About a
hundred meters from the collapsed tenement, they had only waist-high
cover to count on, and just a few meters from that they would have nothing. 


Captain Aschekind moved to the center of the
men. Beneath the notice of the Ayvartans the men huddled in the edge of the
rubble, scouting out the defensive line. Aschekind ordered for word
to be passed around the Company that squad leaders and rifle groups (but not
the machine gun groups) would cross the open terrain as fast as
possible. 


They could not count on any cover until they
reached the sandbags: closing to assaulting distance was their only chance of
success. Gun groups would remain behind in supporting positions. Through
whispers passed around their hiding places, man to man, the entire forward
company was soon appraised of the situation. Captain Aschekind ordered the
assault to begin with a mortar attack on the defensive line followed by a
charge.


Kern closed his eyes. He was soaked in sweat.
It traveled down his nose and lips.


Captain Aschekind raised his portable radio
to his mouth.


“Ordnance, fire at will. Smoke to cover us,
and then high explosive on the enemy.”


Seconds after Aschekind’s command, Kern heard
the chunk of
deployed mortar rounds dispelling the eerie silence in the city, flying from
their tubes atop the tenement rubble. Moments later they crashed back to earth,
throwing up smoke to cover the advance of the Landsers and crashing across the
Ayvartan’s defensive line. 2nd Battalion’s first few shells on the enemy did
little more than scatter sandbags and awaken the communists. 


Ayvartan machine gunners took their
places and opened fire on the rubble and across the long, smooth street before
them, their red tracers flying through the smoke.


Bereft of cover, it was like a killing field.
Only the smoke prevented a massacre.


“Forward company, charge!” Aschekind shouted.
“Over the walls, into their faces!”


From behind cover the Landsers rose and threw
themselves headfirst into the fight. 


As one body the Company charged ahead from
their hiding places and crossed immediately into the thickening smoke over the
connecting road, tackling the open stretch as fast as possible to assault their
objective. No longer was theirs the movement of a methodical force,
advancing efficiently in a column expertly hidden from the enemy. 


Amid the fire they started a glunt stampede.


Behind them, standing atop rubble, several
squads worth of machine gunners fired continuously over and around the
running Landsers, directing their fire across the smoke and trying to silence
the flashing muzzles of the Ayvartan defenders. Each burst of allied gunfire
bought precious seconds for the desperate riflemen to run. It was all they
could do.


“Vorwarts!” Roared the
Captain, running with his men into the death and dark.


Into the smoke advanced this march of close
to two hundred men. 


Kern seemed caged in the center of the
charge, anxious from the thunderous noise of so many footsteps. Whistling
mortar ordnance crashed intermittently in their ranks, pulverizing men. Sparse
but deadly fire seemed to pick off soldiers like a finger from the
heavens, indecisively falling, tapping a man in the shoulder, the legs, or the
head, and taking off whatever was touched. Every few seconds a choppy stream of
red gunfire from an Ayvartan machine gun took two or three men in a visible
line of blood and tracer light.


Then the enemy paused to reload their machine
guns or to hide from retaliatory fire launching from the Norgler machine guns. Reloading was
quick; soon their bullets soared across the road once again, sweeping blindly
through the smokescreen for men to kill.


Landsers in the press fired their weapons in
a desperate bid to open ground for the charge. Most riflemen stood little
chance of hitting a target, but the Light Machine Gunners in each Squad,
ducking near the edges of the road, could match the Ayvartan’s rate of fire for
the briefest moments before having to take off running again to avoid a killing
spray.


 Ahead
of the march a few men blindly threw grenades far out in front of them as they
could, but the explosions did little good. Mortar shells from the rubble behind
the Grenadiers fell intermittently and inaccurately on the communists, proving
at best a momentary inconvenience to one or two of the positions fiercely
defending the road.


Everything they threw at the line was only a
minimal distraction that bought the Landsers small chunks of time between
deaths and deafening blasts and seething tracers. 


Every few seconds of Ayvartan stillness took
the company a few bounding steps closer to the objective ahead, and every few
seconds of Ayvartan activity claimed lives.


Kern raised his rifle and threw himself
forward. 


He coughed in the smoke and held his breath when
he could. 


His head was spinning, and he took clumsy
steps. He felt as though constantly falling, hurling headlong down the road.
Around him men fell to their knees and onto their hands, cognizant of their
deaths for mere seconds before uttering their final cries. Kern cowered from
streams of machine gun fire and narrowly avoided mortar blasts. Fortune smiled
upon him somehow; he pushed toward the edge of the cloud, and found a
shadow behind the Ayvartan line that he could attack. Closing in on the enemy,
he engaged. 


He raised his carbine and fired a shot while
running, hitting nothing, working the bolt; he saw his target, the shadow,
flinch in the distance, and he fired again to no avail.


Crying out, Kern pushed himself to the brink
of physical pain and finally overtook the sandbag wall, leaping over
and shoving a man from behind the tripod of an empty machine gun. Over a
dozen landsers overcame the defenses and bore down on the enemy with him,
throwing themselves over their mortars and rushing their machine guns. 


Kern thrust his rifle out in front
of him, coming to blows with one of the defending communists. He swung the
barrel of his rifle like a club in a frenzied melee, and around him it seemed
every man was fighting with fists and elbows and knives rather than guns.


There was no bayonet on the end of Kern’s
rifle, and his opponent proved stronger.


Bare forearms blocked the feeble, clubbing
blows of the landser, and quick hands grasped the weapon, punishing the boy’s
repeated, pathetic flailing. With a titanic pull, the communist tore the
firearm from Kern’s hands, and used it to push the landser back, throwing him
against the sandbag wall as though he was weightless. 


He then turned the carbine around.


More men vaulted the low sandbag
wall, and Captain Aschekind was one. 


He leaped over Kern and charged
in with his bare hands. He threw himself against Kern’s opponent like a
charging bull, quickly pulling down the stolen rifle with one mighty hand to
avoid a fatal shot, and with another taking the man by the throat, choking and
lifting him off the ground. Kern’s stolen carbine shot into the earth and
spared his life. 


Aschekind squeezed the man’s windpipe and
with a mighty heave he threw the man three whole meters away. Like a stone the
unconscious communist struck another man to the floor, and the two of them
were stabbed dead by rushing landsers using their bayonets and knives.
Kern stared helplessly at the bloody brawl, fixated on the violence. 


It seemed then that the company’s human
wave had finally torn past the sandbag wall. With the communist’s machine
guns and mortars tied up, the landsers rushed confidently ahead to threaten the
intersection, stepping over the bodies of fallen friends and foes.


Aschekind did not immediately join them. 


He half-turned to the sandbag wall and he
threw Kern’s carbine against the boy.


“Bayonets before bravery, Landser.” He said,
his voice deep and grim. “Make sure that you affix the knife point before your
next charge unless you desire an early death.”


Hands shaking, Kern picked through his
pockets for his bayonet, and snapped it into the lug before running ahead. He
took cover inside one of the mortar rings. 


Enemy fire resumed around him from the second
echelon of Ayvartan defenders at the intersection. With the opposing forces
poised on each side of the roads, the battle for the middle of the
intersection was soon underway. Smoke cleared, and Kern could see
several enemy squads with their men and women hidden behind post boxes and
street lights, inside ruined buildings and even ducking behind fire hydrants.
There were probably fifty or sixty more riflemen and women opposite the attacking
landsers.


One ominous building stood almost intact
across the intersection.


Kern saw communists run in.


From the second floor automatic fire soon
rained down on the assault group. 


Kern saw charging Grenadiers cut easily
down. 


Mid-run, several of the leading men turned
tail, threw themselves down or grabbed what defenses they could. Few got
lucky; butchered bodies littered the ground ahead.


“Hunker down! Fight from positions!”
Aschekind shouted, leaping into the mortar pit with Kern. The Ayvartan machine
gun across the intersection had a poor angle on them, and the sandbags stopped
the enemy’s rounds, providing an adequate defense for the Captain and Kern. But
it swept across the captured portions of the defensive line from commanding
ground, pinning several riflemen behind a few scraps of cover.


At this range, their own gun groups could not
support them well, and their mortars were far too inaccurate. It was the worst
situation imaginable for Kern. Riflemen in a static fight without a base
of automatic fire, against entrenched enemies. His fellow Landsers hid as
well as they could and fired back, directed by Aschekind’s shouting. 


Several men took shots at the machine gun,
but its metal shield protected the gunner perfectly within the relatively
narrow window. On the ground rifle shots deflected off cover on both sides.
Kern loaded his own rifle and rose quickly from cover, taking a barely-aimed
shot at the building. He hit the windowsill and hid again, working the bolt on
his rifle. 


Whenever the Ayvartan machine gun fired it
issued a continuous tapping noise that sent a chill down his spine. Angry red
tracers flew like lines of fire weaving over the air.


Their own fire grew sporadic and
ineffective in the face of the communist opposition.


The Ayvartans had freedom of movement under
the protection of their second-floor machine gun. They attacked with
confidence, having the leisure to aim for targets, and they struck many more
men than they lost. The Landsers were stuck. Communists began to encroach, inching
closer whenever their machine gun suppressed the Grenadier’s side of the
road. Nocht’s riflemen could hardly shoot back for fear of that second floor
window.


Kern himself hardly knew where to shoot. 


Whenever he peeked out of the pit he saw
dozens of the enemy, all of them either moving under the cover of
automatic fire, or entrenched in unassailable positions. Rifle bullets bit
into the sandbags whenever he even thought of shooting. Whenever he ranged a
good target, Kern found that he would have to hide again to work the bolt on
his carbine, losing whatever chance he had of making a second or third shot on
the same man.


His Captain seemed to have taken notice of
his reticence in the face of the enemy.


“Give me that.” He scowled.


Aschekind yanked the rifle roughly from
Kern’s grip. 


He attached an old, worn-out metal
adapter from his satchel to the end of Kern’s rifle, and to it, he
attached an old-model grenade – Kern had seen this kind of weapon in pictures,
but not in the field. He did not believe it was a standard procurement for
them.


“Stay down,” the Captain warned. Kern ducked
even lower in cover. 


Captain Aschekind waited for a momentary lull
in the Ayvartan’s machine gun fire, and he rose half out of cover, looking
through the metal sight now sticking out from the front of the gun. He pressed
the trigger and the old grenade launched out of the muzzle.


Soaring across the road in an arc the olde
grenade crashed through the second floor window of the building across the
intersection. A fiery explosion ruptured the wooden floor, and the machine
gunner and the machine gun came crashing down to the ground level. 


In an instant the communists had lost their
fire support.


Without the machine gun the volume of
Ayvartan fire slowed to little more than a few cracks from bolt-action battle
rifles every couple of seconds, striking harmlessly against the dirt and into
the sandbags. All around him Kern saw the Nochtish troops taking notice of the
stark change in the level of ambient noise and turning to their fellows with
surprise. 


The Grenadiers grew bolder and the assault
reawakened. 


Those men huddling in cover rose out of it
and fired for the first time in minutes; and those who had been fighting
most fiercely before now redoubled their efforts, shooting and working their
bolts with greater speed, and moving across to new cover. Squads developed a
good rhythm of shooting men, covering for reloading landsers who would then
return the favor. Men stepped from cover entirely and charged forward with
their rifles out. They reached the center of the intersection, and threw
grenades across. Many of them fell, wounded by close-range Ayvartan fire; but
their throws blasted communists out of hiding.


Kern heard the ghastly chopping of the Norglers behind
him. 


Streams of automatic fire crossed the
intersection.


All of the Gewehrsgruppe was moving
up to support them. 


Now the situation was fully reversed in their
favor.


Pushed back and with their heavy weapons
depleted, the Ayvartans became disorderly, and as their numbers began to fall,
many retreated further and further out of the intersection until they abandoned
it. Grenadiers crossed the street unopposed, taking to their knees and firing
at the rapidly fleeing enemy. Both echelons of defense at the intersection had
been suddenly ejected, and the 6th Grenadier’s 2nd Battalion claimed its first
objective.


Once again the eerie silence fell over the
city. 


Without the machine guns and mortars there
seemed to be nothing.


Captain Aschekind removed his grenade adapter
and threw Kern’s rifle back into his hands as though he were discarding trash.
He did not consider the boy any more than that and hardly looked at him while
returning the arm. He made to leave the sandbag pit.


“Sir!” Kern pulled himself half-up the mortar
pit. “Sir, what was that weapon?”


“An obsolete piece from an old war. We should
have been able to do better.”


Captain Aschekind did not turn or look at him
to address him. He walked coldly away.


Kern sighed. He was indeed still a farm boy;
his presence had changed nothing here.


He left the mortar pit, and looked around the
intersection. He had not attacked with his squadron; he didn’t even really know
what squadron he was a part of. There were dead men behind him, and littered
across the approach to the intersection, dead men over the sandbag walls and in
the middle of the intersection. Platoon Commanders left their hiding places. He
saw them counting. Kern himself counted, and he tallied at least seventy dead
men.


There were a few lightly wounded men who had
been grazed or clipped in the limbs and shoulders when moving out of cover to
shoot; but in this assault it seemed that the dead would naturally far,
far outnumber the wounded. Soon he caught the stench of blood.


Squads regrouped, but Kern saw quite a few
people like himself, in disarray, standing apart from the carnage. A few men
sat on the sides of the road with no one around and Kern didn’t know whether
they had been wounded, or if they were just in shock. 


He figured that too was a kind of wound. 


Nobody counted them.


There were more people coming in. From the
road that had cost them so much blood to claim, a column of new men
marched calmly to the intersection. Some began to haul the bodies of the dead
away, while others rushed to the wounded to lend treatment.


A horse-drawn cart appeared from one of the
connecting roads to the intersection, carrying ammunition, grenades, and towing
a small anti-tank gun behind itself. The rest of 2nd Battalion moved up. They
were a legion walking into Hell, unknowing of the horrors herein. Nobody seemed
to cover their mouths in disgust, or flinch away from bodies.


They hadn’t seen the fighting yet. They
didn’t know.


Of course, Kern had seen it. And his own
horror was imperceptible, mute and stunted. He heard a whistling inside his
ear, becoming more pronounced from the transition from cacophony to silence.
There was noise inside his head too, however, and he could not sort out his own
thoughts quite yet. Nothing was silent for
him yet. Idly he crossed the intersection to stare at Captain Aschekind’s
handiwork inside the old building.


Kern looked down at the machine gunner, lying
beneath the fallen weapon and bleeding from a dozen shrapnel wounds. He thought
that it was the body of a woman. 


He had heard tell that the Ayvartans pressed
their own women to their cause, but he never believed he would see a woman die
among soldiers as though she was a natural ally to the fighting men. He looked
at her with silent fear. What kind of people were they? 


What kind of person had she been?


Back again onto the intersection, he left
behind the building and the corpse. 


Nobody was counting the communist corpses.


Just off the intersection inside the
husk of a concrete building a command post was being hastily assembled. From
the horse-drawn cart three men carried out a heavy radio and set it under a
hastily pitched tent. Laborers began to raise sandbags around it, while
Aschekind ducked inside. Kern stood nearby. He could hear the radio crackling.
Captain Aschekind reported their victory in low, terse, grunted words.


A superior officer replied; Kern realized he
had heard the man’s voice before.


“Good. Aschekind, a Panzer Platoon will meet
you at the intersection, and from there you will assault Matumaini Street. Von
Drachen is on the move and will guard your flank. Control of Matumaini is
essential. It will give us a central jumping-off point to attack the rest of
the city. Matumaini is the first step in crushing the communists. Press
forward, and do not stop! The Cisseans will assure your momentum and then link
up with you.”


Captain Aschekind appeared for a moment
frustrated with the radio. He expressed no disdain verbally. Kern saw only a
flicker of anger in his eyes, and found him stressing the radio handset’s
plastic shell with his powerful grip. A crack formed on the device.


“Acknowledged, General Von Sturm.”
Aschekind said.


“Good.” Von Sturm said. “I knew I could count
on the Butcher of Villalba.”


Kern thought he saw another brief
convulsion on the Captain’s face, but perhaps he only imagined it. Major
General Von Sturm cut contact, and Captain Aschekind looked down the road ahead
of them, past the intersection. He strained his eyes, turned his head.


He thrust a radio into Kern’s hands. 


Kern was surprised; he did not think the
Captain even knew he was there.


“Follow me. Keep that on hand, and keep
close. We will press the attack soon.”


Kern nodded his head. Captain Aschekind
departed down the road, and Kern followed. Men followed them; it seemed without
further orders that the entire company was marching ahead again. Matumaini
Street was the next target. Kern’s hands were still shaking.










25th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 DCE


Adjar Dominance – Battlegroup Ox HQ
“Madiha’s House”


 


Ruined blocks of old buildings flanked the
broad thoroughfare up to Madiha’s House. 


In some respects this proved advantageous, as
it improved the field of view from the higher floors. It was even harder to
hide from the kilometers-long sight-line of the FOB, and it made the
headquarters an even worthier prize. But Madiha had established herself in one
of the forward offices, and she had the window unblocked. She wanted to see out
the window, to be reminded of what happened. She wanted this penance, this
torture, to gnaw at her until it destroyed her. To her, the stretch of burnt-out
buildings, the damaged streets, was a symbol of her failure. She was a failed
commander. At times, in her vulnerable state, she even thought of visiting
the necessary retribution upon herself for her failure.


It was a frightful idea, and even more frightful
how hollow she felt.


Parinita had perhaps noticed, as she had
“misplaced” Madiha’s service revolver and always had something better to
do than to replace it. It was just as well, since Madiha was not fighting. She
was stuck behind the 3rd Defensive Line corps, an impromptu formation that,
alongside the 1st, 2nd and 4th Defensive Line Corps, represented the men and
women struggling to hold Bada Aso for as long as possible. These defensive
lines differed in depth and combat ability. Half the Corps had simple
instructions, and the other half had a more complex purpose. They were corps in
name only, as none of them had headquarters.


They could not spare the staff for it.


They could not spare a lot of things.


Madiha could only sit and wait for the grim news
as Parinita answered the phone.


“We’ve got trouble along the first defensive
lines.” Parinita said, pulling the handset slightly off her head and covering
the receiver with her hand. She was still on speaker.


“I expected that. Phone call first, and then
relay the information.” Madiha replied.


Parinita shrugged comically and pressed the
handset against her head again. 


When she was done she put it down.


“We’ve got trouble along the first defensive
lines.” She said again in a mock sing-song.


Madiha sighed and rubbed her eyes down. “This
is not a reasonable time for that.”


“I’m just dealing with things in a healthy
way. I find it is better to laugh than to cry.”


“I will do neither.” Madiha said tersely.
“So, without charm, what is the situation?”


Parinita shrugged comically again, but sorted
herself out fast enough to preempt another complaint. “At around nine the first
Nochtish forces breached the city limits. We had nothing out there to intercept
them but observers, who called it in and then hauled away as you ordered.
Shortly thereafter we received the first reports of fire being
exchanged in the Southern district. The enemy forces appear to be
approaching along Matumaini in the center, Penance road in the southwest, and
the old bridge road in the Umaiha riverside in the southeast. In each place the
first defensive line held out as much as it could then folded. The 2nd
Defensive Line Corps are in place on Upper Matumaini, Nile Street, and at the
old Cathedral of Penance along Penance road. They’re not engaged with the enemy
yet.”


“Any estimates of our losses in battle thus
far?”


“Not a clue. The 1st Defensive Line Corps was
deliberately undermanned so it’s not like we had a lot to
lose. None of the other Line Corps are engaged yet.”


“Yes.” Madiha felt another terrible stab of
guilt. 


It was all going according to her bloody
plans so far.


“Nocht appears to have committed three
divisions, each with a regiment forward.”


“No matter. We will soon spring the trap.
Everyone is aware of this?”


Parinita nodded, but she had a bleaker
expression on her face than before. “I reiterated the plan from yesterday’s
briefing to them as best as I could. But you know our officer quality is not
what it should be; and the quantity is even less so. We are largely depending
on a big game of telephone here to relay the plan to common troops. There were
already a few episodes of panic along the front from troops who didn’t get the
memo straight.”


Madiha knew too well. 


She was staring down the elite of Nocht’s
troops, and her own army was crippled.


Demilitarization was at first lauded by the
Civil Council as a way of empowering the public and pushing socialism to its
next stages. Taking power away from traditional military structures. But the
‘arming of the citizenry’ was limited to the keeping of ammunition and
weapon dumps and stocks in cities that were carefully guarded, to be
distributed “during emergencies.” This was not happening now, largely because
Madiha could not find the Spirits-damned depots and she was becoming sure they
did not exist.


What Demilitarization entailed in practice
was the curtailing of the size and efficacy of the army, due to fear of the old
revolutionaries once in charge of it. Many Generals in the Ayvartan army were
dismissed; while most deserved a retirement due to their age and inability to
adapt to rapid changes in technologies, very few were promoted to take their
place. Those that remained were kept away from the troops, as advisers to the
bureaucracy. 


Ranks above Captain thinned out, and so lower
officers were thrust with greater responsibilities, limited contact with
superiors, and few opportunities for promotion. Standards were relaxed or in
many cases forcibly lowered; organization was up to each individual
Battlegroup. Formation sizes were wildly variable as long as the end result was
an army with 100,000 soldiers in each territory. Hundreds of thousands of
reserve troops were dismissed and hundreds of thousands of capable troops were
added to reserve. Overnight, the fabled “Ten Million Men” of the Ayvartan
Empire had evaporated.


To speak against Demilitarization was an
awkward place, and few did it. Judging the role of a traditional military in a
communist nation was a strange exercise. After all, was not the Imperial army
largely reactionary and cruel? Madiha herself did not know, at the time, how to
feel about it. Her superiors cooperated with the new rules of the law.


Now she felt anger and helplessness, at the
result of these laws.


Demilitarization had accomplished its goal:
both the vestiges of the imperial army and the ghost of the revolutionary army
ceased to exist. In its place, was an unthreatening force that the
Civil Council ignored. They created a new responsibility for themselves, and
just as quickly relieved themselves of that burden and several others. The
Armies could now never threaten the Civil Council, never bargain with them, and
never beg of them.


Nobody seemed to care about the Battlegroups.
While the KVW raised their own standards, and the Revolutionary Guards in
Solstice were untouched, it mattered little.


It came from a time and place where they
could not see an enemy attacking them; or perhaps, from a time when they did
not want to see it. Madiha was staring down an organized, professional army
with a disastrous organization of her own. 


Many of her Captains were unaccounted for,
heaping even more responsibilities on her Lieutenants. Parinita had told her
that most of the Captains had sour relationships with Gowon and carried
themselves fairly independently, conducting training on their own and traveling
with their personal cadres where they pleased. 


Madiha figured the chaos of the invasion,
their disdain for the territorial authority, combined with their lingering fear
of the KVW’s inspections, must have caused them to lose their nerve
and finally vanish from the ranks. Some had probably even defected.


She had over ten divisions, and not a single
Colonel or General among them. 


She was the highest rank. 


In the room with her yesterday there had
been two Captains and a gaggle of Lieutenants. She gave the briefing to them as
best as she could. She conveyed the plan for the Bada Aso Strategic Defensive
Operation, “Hellfire.” From there, those few officers she briefed had the task
of effectively controlling the entire army to carry out this plan.


Though Parinita and her staff had done
their best to return order to the organization, there was only so much
that could be done at this point to combat the idiosyncrasies of Battlegroup
Ox’s deployment. This was year’s worth of damage to fix.  


Now strategy was done; real-time tactics
would have to carry the day from here on. 


Madiha stood from her desk, took up the phone
and dialed a number. 


She waited through the tones and relayed the
necessary orders. 


“Once the 1st Defensive Line fully dissolves,
and the 2nd Defensive Line comes under threat, you are to wait until the enemy
is fully committed against the line before launching the flanking
counterattack. Ogre heavy tanks are authorized to join the
attack then.”


Madiha put down the phone, and sat behind her
desk again. 


She felt helpless. Everything felt out of her
hands now. Whether the counterattack on Matumaini succeeded or failed; whether
the city survived; whether her own life proved to be of any worth. None of it
was within her power to affect.


“Spirits guide us all.” Parinita said,
looking out the window of the office. 


They could see none of the fighting. Only
ruins.










12.  The Battle of Matumaini I


 










25th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 DCE


 


Adjar
Dominance – Bada Aso South District, Matumaini and 1st Block


 


Kern stared wide-eyed at the latest obstacle
blocking their way north. He had already seen buildings collapsed like an
avalanche of rubble across whole streets, and roads cratered so deep that one
seemed to stare directly through them and into the blackest hells. 


Despite these experiences he was still taken
aback by the ominous novelty of a crashed bomber, a Wizard plane. On its side a sultry pinup in a
swimsuit faced the Grenadiers and blocking passage. Resting on a bed made of
collapsed buildings its wings were nowhere to be found. The nose was buried
into the rubble and the tail dangled on a strip of metal. 


It was the bent fuselage, thirty meters long
and almost ten meters tall, along with its nest of rubble that directly
prevented the Grenadiers from advancing up Matumaini 1st. 


They would have to divert east and then turn
around again.


“What’s the hold-up– Oh? Scheiße. Everyone
go right, round Goa Street.”


First Sergeant Zimmer joined Kern atop one of
the mounds with a map in hand, and took Kern’s binoculars. Kern had been roped
into a unit after taking that last intersection. Zimmer swore up and down
that Private Beckert belonged in Z-Companie and
apologized to Captain Aschekind after finding him “annoying” the CO with his
presence. 


Kern did not remember Zimmer whatsoever but
he went along with it in order to avoid embarrassing himself further to the
Captain. Zimmer pushed on ahead with his Z-Companie, with Aschekind bringing up
the rear with the remainder of the Battalion.


Slowly the two forward platoons climbed the
rubble and approached the wreckage. 


Many stopped to stare at it. Such a massive
craft; how could it have fallen?


Sgt. Zimmer examined the wreck, fifteen or
twenty meters ahead.


“Nice pinup.” Zimmer said. 


Even through all the abuse the plane had
suffered, the woman painted on the side looked fairly pristine, dressed in a
low-cut red corset with black mesh leggings, blonde hair flowing freely as
though the plane were in flight and blowing it around. She had flashing
blue eyes and a bright smile. Clearly a lot of effort had gone into her. Zimmer
shook his head. “Those Luftlotte boys
sure know how to paint. Now if they knew how to fight.”


Kern smiled awkwardly. He was not one for
inter-service rivalry.


But everyone seemed to have these jokes.


Zimmer handed him back the binoculars. Kern
took another look at the plane.


Most of the men started for the east road.


“Get one last good look at her son, because
you ain’t seeing a lady like that for a while.”


“Right.” Kern replied, sighing. He was
interested in the fuselage than the girl on it.


More men entered the intersection. “Let’s get
going, you’ve lagged behind enough.”


He sure was one to talk; Zimmer always seemed
a healthy distance from combat.


Kern found something curious about the
wreckage, however, but couldn’t confirm it.


“Sir, something is wrong with this. How many
windows does a Wizard class bomber normally have? I see at least five along the
fuselage and that seems like too many–”


He paused mid-sentence, having found his own
answer; Kern dropped his binoculars and shouted a warning, hooking Zimmer with
his arm and bringing them both down.


Gun barrels protruded from the makeshift
windows along the fuselage.


Long bursts of automatic fire cut across the
street facing the wreckage. 


Within seconds one whole
squadron standing below the wreck seemed suspended in time as they were
riddled with bullets, blood splashing from exit wounds, arms flailing, limbs
collapsing under the withering fire until they fell dead in a tight heap
over each other.


Dozens of men out in the open could do
nothing but drop on their bellies or haul away.


Sweeping streams of bullets clipped the legs
of many runners, knocking to the ground several helpless grenadiers. Men hit
the dirt, covering their heads, while pools of blood formed under them seconds
later. Those furthest away ducked behind rubble and into the frames of ruined
houses, gathered their wits and exchanged fire, shooting at the ambushers’
firing ports, trying to drive back their barrels or hit the merest hints of a
man in the shadows.


These made remarkably small and difficult
targets. 


Dozens of bullets bounced off the armored
hide of the wrecked plane, sturdy enough still to defend the soldiers huddling
inside. They hit the frames around each firing port, cleverly cut into the
fuselage to appear to be airplane windows. 


While the trick would not have fooled an
airplane enthusiast, Kern had never even been trained to identify Nochtish
planes. That was a separate branch of the service! 


Now in the face of this ambush, dozens of men
had died or been injured in a moment. Most of a platoon entire had been lost in
seconds, and a few scattered rifle squadrons offered all the resistance to the
ambush that they could. There were perhaps forty men firing back with rifles
against five or six machine guns saturating the area with bullets.


Most of the men had poor angles on the
fuselage, shooting from the houses on either side of the street. Everyone who
had been in the open was dead or wounded.


“Take them out!” Zimmer shouted into his
radio, “I want men straddling that hulk! Respond damn it! Someone run out there
and throw a grenade in that hole!”


At first it was unclear that anyone had heard
those orders. 


Kern saw a dead man ahead with a radio
backpack that was making noise. 


They finally received a reply from one of the
houses relatively closest to the wreckage, and an attack was organized. Zimmer
commanded the men to charge on his command.


Ahead of them the machine guns dried and
there was silence as the enemy reloaded.


“Vorwarts! Attack the fuselage before they
can reload! I want grenades out now!”


But Kern heard the distinctive popping of a
mortar nearby. 


From a hole atop the fuselage he saw the
shell fly out at an almost 90 degree angle, as if directly skyward. Then he saw
another, and more shells followed, ejected from the wreckage and blasting
the roadway and nearby houses, pockmarking the streets with small craters,
throwing up thin columns of dirt and smoke and flinging away dead men. 


At Zimmer’s command the squadron came
charging across the open street, leaving behind the cover of a hollowed out old
brick house. They apprpoached the fuselage from the right, stick grenades in
their hands, and closed in as the mortars whistled up and over.


With a great clamor the mortar shells came
crashing down.


Men stopped in their tracks as the explosives
flashed and sounded all around them. Debris and smoke and shrapnel stung and
frightened the men and disrupted the squadron’s charge. Fearing what would
come Kern lost his nerve entirely. He flinched away.


Zimmer grabbed him and pulled him behind
the slope for cover.


One by one the machine guns opened fire
again; Kern heard two explosions to match.


Far less than the twelve men he had seen
running.


Zimmer was livid. His charge had failed. His
men had died again.


“You coward!” He shouted. “Pull yourself back
together, and get reinforcements!”


The 1st Sgt. seized Kern by the shoulders,
hit him with his cap and pushed him away.


Kern scrambled down the mound of rubble, but
he did not have to run far. 


A dozen meters behind them an M3
Hunter assault gun meticulously navigated the rolling hills of
rubble and uprooted chunks of the street, climbing over each mound with its
tracks and flattening out atop before rushing down the other side. 


Kern hurried beside the tank and banged on
it. 


A hatch opened atop, and Kern pointed the
commander forward. Immediately the commander heard the machine guns and spotted
the top end of the wreckage ahead, and understood implicitly. Kern rushed ahead
of the tank and waved 1st Sgt. Zimmer out of the way. The M3 cleared the rubble
mound they had been standing on as easily as any small slope, despite its
slippery consistency, climbing atop and aiming its gun at the wreckage.


There was a loud bang and a puff of smoke
from the short barrel on the M3’s gun. 


A 75mm shell erupted against the bomber
wreckage, blowing open the hull with a fierce explosion. Fire spread
across the inside of the fuselage, and the burning was followed by smaller
secondary explosions, banging and popping inside of the inferno as the enemy’s
ammunition caught flame and went up in smoke. Dust and shrapnel blew out
like dust.


Tongues of flame and black smoking trails
fumed from each of the windows. 


Jostled from its position by the blast, the
bomber rolled slightly downhill off the rubble. There were no signs of life
inside, only a billowing black cloud punctuated by red flashes.


Lumbering forward, the M3 descended the
rubble and its tracks came to rest atop the clear, flat street over which so
many of their men had died without an opportunity to fight. 


In all, the ambush cost them another thirty
men – almost an entire company had been wiped out between the attack on the
intersection and the ambush on this road.


Kern could hardly contemplate over a hundred
men dying in only a few hours. 


Their Regiment had around 4000 men, and their
Division had over 12,000, but there was something about those larger
numbers that registered as immaterial, impossible to think about in the way he
thought about these squadrons, these platoons. Over a hundred men in two
actions across a few hours. Should this continue, could they lose the
entire regiment by the end of the week? Maybe a thousand a day until they were
all gone?


He shook his head, forcing himself out of his
reverie.


“Come out of hiding!” Zimmer screamed at the
nearby buildings. He was livid. When the surviving rifle squadrons slowly
vacated their positions he continued to shout at them and swing his hat as though
trying to hit them with the thing in spirit. “From now on we do not stop to
take in the scenery! You will keep your eyes peeled for the enemy, on every
rooftop, across every mound of rubble, inside every building! Whoever I catch
daydreaming will go peel potatoes and dig latrines for the rest of the war!”


Kern started walking ahead. Unceremoniously,
2nd Battalion regrouped, and with the tank platoon following, one vehicle
staggered every twenty or thirty meters, the men moved on, cutting eastwards
into Goa Street to bypass the heavily ruined Matumaini 1st block; their goal
would be found on the 3rd, if any man remained alive to claim it.










25-AG-30 South
District, Matumaini Upper Street


 


Luftlotte bombs had hit the blocks
connected by Matumaini Street particularly hard. 


There were many collapses. Holes were
blown into the streets and the asphalt. Many buildings and roads sank,
fully or partially, into the tunnels under the city or into the sewer. 


One particularly large collapse was
the postal building on Matumaini’s 5th block.


Once a large, bustling place, it had
been blasted so that it resembled nothing so much as a hell maw, a burrow, a
slit into the earth surrounded by mounds of rubble that cast the hole between
them into darkness. Matumaini Post Office had largely sunk into its own
basement, where supplies were kept. Thankfully the building had been promptly
declared unsafe and fully evacuated by Engineering before the bombings began in
earnest.


Nobody was supposed to be anywhere
near there; but a curious mission had been given to a private from the 2nd Line
Corps that seemed to suggest otherwise.


“Uh, hello? I’m Private Hanabi. I was
told to check if someone was stuck here?”


He raised a hand to shield his eyes
and stared into the dark pit formed by the ruins.


Someone responded to him quite quickly
in a calm, droning tone of voice.


“Hujambo. I’m Corporal Chadgura.
I am trapped. But I am fine with this situation.”


Pvt. Hanabi leaned carefully into the
rubble and looked down the collapsed floor.


“Oh. Well. You should probably come
out of there. Did something happen to you?”


Corporal Chadgura looked up at
the Private from the interior of the ruin, and produced for him a small
booklet. She raised it up so that he could see it. She flipped the pages quite deliberately
so that he could appreciate the contents of every one.


 It was a stamp book, and each page had
multiple copies of a different stamp. 


Most of the stamps were pictures of
places in Ayvarta, monuments like the People’s Peak in Solstice, the Kucha
Mountains and the great oil fields on the Horn of Ayvarta. Some pages had
pictures of revolutionary martyrs, local cultural heroes, and other colorful
folklore. Every region had its own circulation of commemorative stamps.


Once she was sure Pvt. Hanabi had
fully come to appreciate her discovery, Cpl. Chadgura closed the book and
put it in her bag with a triumphant flourish.


“So,” Pvt. Hanabi looked confused for
a moment, “You collect stamps?”


“Yes.” Cpl. Chadgura replied. Her
voice had lost a lot of its natural character. When she spoke it was fairly
monotonous. Deep inside though, she felt rather pleased with her acquisition,
even if her face and voice did not show it. She looked over the stamps in the
book again, and imagined with great pleasure cutting them from the pages, and
sticking them on her book. “I travel regularly. So I collect stamps from the
regional post offices.”


“Oh. Do you keep them in a book?” Pvt.
Hanabi asked. “I know people do that.”


“Yes. I have a stamp book. I left it
at the HQ. A staff member is taking care of it.”


“I see. You wouldn’t want it to get
damaged in the fighting.”


“Yes. I used to have an older book,
and it was damaged. I had to transplant the surviving stamps to a new book. I
learned my lesson then. I was very distraught when that book was burnt. But I
am fine now.” She remembered her speech training as she spoke with Pvt.
Hanabi. Make frequent use of ‘I’ statements to more easily construct sentences
and convey information; remember to declare your emotions so others can tell
how you are doing; remind others of your condition so they can better help you.



She remembered her emotive words, like
‘distraught’, ‘fine’, ‘sad’, ‘happy’. 


Most people couldn’t tell just from
her face and voice.


Pvt. Hanabi stared at her, but he was
not unfriendly toward her when he spoke. 


“Do you need help getting out of
there?”


“While I am personally fine, I do
require assistance to escape this hole.” She replied.


“Ok. I’ll go get some rope. There’s an
engineer just across the street.”


“I will wait here patiently.” 


“Uh, good. Don’t panic or anything,
I’ll be right back.”


“I am physically incapable of panic.
Thank you for your help.” Cpl. Chadgura said.


Among the agents in her training
group, she had been one of the worst speakers both before and after her
conditioning was over, necessitating she take additional speech training and
therapy. She thought, however, that she did quite well with Pvt. Hanabi. 


Once the engineer returned with a rope
and they pulled her out of the hole, she casually walked down to the
intersection to rejoin the 2nd Line Corps, hoping her new stamps would survive
the battle. If not she supposed that Bada Aso had many more post offices. She
felt little trepidation about it, but she did feel a desire for her stamps to
survive.


 


~ ~ ~


 


It had been hours since the last sandbag had
gone down over the intersection. 


Preparing the defense had come down to the
wire, but everyone had made it.


Now all the 2nd Line Corps’ troops could do
was to wait. 


For many it was a casual wait despite the
fact that death might loom on the horizon. They ate, they ambled around the
line, they talked with each other, and they cleaned and checked their kit in
anticipation. There were hundreds in the intersection and most were being
a little noisy. Soldiers cracked open their meager rations of palm wine and
banana gin, drinking the liquor down while telling stories or singing songs.
Less enthusiastic folk sat around their guns or mortars and tried to get to
sleep. There was also at least one game of Ayvartan chess, Chatarunga,
being played nearby with a sandbag holding the board.


Private Gulab Kajari watched the game
intently. 


Back in her village they liked Shatranj,
which was quite similar to Chatarunga. It differed from Lubonin chess, Latrones, in that the peasants
did not get a double move to begin with and you could not hide the king behind
the chariots. One thing Gulab did like better about Latrones over
the other variants of the game was that the best piece was a Queen and
not a Counselor. She
always found that rather heartening. Her grandfather had taught her to play.
Before he passed he was the best player in their region. 


During the old old war he had played a lot of
chess in the different places he fought.


Almost on reflex she found
herself muttering a little prayer.


Gulab herself had played many games, of
Chatarunga, Chatranj, Latrones and even the Nochtish Schach. As a kid she had nurtured some
ambition for this game of warring royals, and she had even played people
in villages outside her own. She played enough that it was a little frustrating
to watch some of the clumsy moves being made by the soldiers. 


They were cowardly and indecisive, and when
they committed it was to foolish moves. 


Both of them stared at the board for long
minutes and then almost always made mistakes. Soon she could not bear to
watch anymore. It grated on her nerves to see it.


She turned on her back on the sight, facing
an empty building. 


Waiting was starting to get on her nerves
too.


Almost reflexively she pulled her hair
free, gathered it again and began to braid it into a tail, just for
something to do. Her hair was long and a little wavy, a bit messy, rich dark
chestnut in color, darker than the brown tone of her skin. Whenever she could
spare the time she meticulously tied her hair up in a simple braid. Since being
redeployed from the wilderness outposts in the Kalu Hilltops she had precious
little idle time to spend on hair.


Toying with her hair was simple and relaxing
– it helped affirm a lot of who she was. Whenever she braided her own hair it
brought back memories of home. It was hard not to think about it. There was a
lot about her that had been bound up in those simple twists of her
gathered hair, that was bound up in the length of her hair, in the care that
she took with it; a lot that made her different. Back in her village, hair
braiding was a kind of boundary that she crossed. She was brazen, and
usually asked girls to braid her hair. 


They would have thought it strange, but they
would have done it, giggling and laughing and saying silly things about her.
They would go to one of the girls’ homes while their family was out, and they
would braid her hair and paint her face and smile.


They would say she was pretty and had a
cute-looking face, and comment on how slender and soft she was compared to
her brothers. Gulab would enjoy the teasing thoroughly. It was all compliments
to her, unbeknownst to the girls making them. 


Those were good times.


She was on the last twist, her fingers right
right at the lower end of her hair, when she heard noise and commotion. She
finished her braid with a little elastic band she had gotten out of a toolbox
months ago. From the middle of the vehicle road, Lt. Kone shouted and
raised his radio handset up over his head. ”We’ve received orders to take
up positions! As of right now, carry yourselves as though an attack is
imminent!” 


As one, the soldiers heeded him.


Food and drink were thrown away, and the
Chatarunga pieces went back in their case.


There was smoke over Matumaini and
3rd, rising from several blocks away.


The defenders made it to their positions, and
waited, knowing they were soon to be drawn into battle. Gulab went over in her
mind what she thought of the situation. She had not played chess all those
years without thinking about life in moves – she had gone through effort to try
to understand the situation today. She had asked people, looked at maps.


Building collapses made it impossible to see
the actions of the enemy from this distance, but they were certainly on the
move. Sounds of gunfire intensified, at first distant, but moving closer and
heightening in volume. To attack the line, the Nochtish forces would have curve
around the heavy collapses on Matumaini 1st and connect to the adjacent Goa
street east of Matumaini and then return through the western connection to
Matumaini 2nd. 


Now finally around the rubble, they could
turn around back into Matumaini and assault north along the road and
directly within the lane of fire held by the 2nd Line Corps’ 42nd Ox
Rifles Regiment, tasked with occupying Matumaini 3rd. This was the only route
that made sense at the moment, since there was no direct connection to Penance
in the west.


It seemed the enemy was ready to do just
that. 


Already remnants of the 1st Line Corps had
begun retreating. 


Over the next half hour Gulab saw
injured and scared men and women coming in from the south, from the smoke and the
din of gunfire. Medical units of the 2nd Line Corps were soon busy with
the remnants of the 1st Line Corps, who largely had to be transported away
behind the lines. Matumaini 3rd would be the main battlefield in moments.


Matumaini 3rd’s defenders established
themselves along the intersection separating the blocks on Matumaini 2nd
with those on Matumaini 3rd. It was a very open and broad four-way
intersection. The streets were wide and several building lots straddling
the road had been pounded into crushed dust, opening up even more terrain for
the defenders.


Gulab had never quite seen a road layout like
this one. 


Matumaini ran along the northern and southern
ends of the intersection, with a connection west to Goa, and a diagonal
connecting road to the next district curling into the intersection from the
northeast and bypassing Penance road and the old Cathedral block
entirely. The defense of the intersection was tiered across these areas.


Each of the three battalions had its place in
the defense of this area of more or less a kilometer all around. The 1st
Battalion was responsible for the edge and center of the intersection, while
the diagonal road was 2nd Battalion’s to hold. The extreme end of the
intersection along Matumaini itself, as well as Matumaini and 4th block, to the
rear of the 1st Battalion area, was 3rd Battalion’s responsibility. Gulab
herself was part of the 4th Ox Rifle Division’s, 42nd Rifles’ Regiment’s
1st Battalion, B Company, 3rd Platoon. 


Order of battle was confusing at times. 


She thought of herself mostly as “3rd
Platoon,” but the defense of the intersection made her think in larger terms
than that. There were a lot of people present. When she joined the army she
barely trained with twenty or thirty people. Perhaps had she been around
longer, and in a better time, these masses of humanity would seem normal.


Sandbag walls had been erected along the
southern end of the road. The 42nd Rifle Regiment’s 1st Battalion did not have
enough sandbags to wall off the entire intersection, it was simply too large.
Instead, several half-moon firing positions had been made, with a machine gun,
anti-tank gun or mortar providing a base of fire for a platoon of rifle troops.



There were four large positions along
the south with heavy machine guns and a rifle platoon stacking around or near
each. In the center of the intersection there were three more positions, one
for an anti-tank platoon and two for mortar platoons, along with
supporting defenses centered on a mostly intact residential building on the
northeast, straddling the intersection toward Goa and Umaiha, and mostly
harboring light machine gunners and rifle troops. Far to the back was
their supply platoon, and a reserve rifle platoon occupying the connection to
the 3rd Battalion area in case of retreat. This was their full disposition.


Gulab and the 3rd Platoon was in the center. 


She was part of a platoon stationed
around a grouping of three 45mm anti-tank guns.


Her thoughts finally arrived at her own
disposition. In this way she ran through the situation in her head, waiting
with bated breath for the enemy. For nearly an hour everyone was quite
static, but surprisingly, a latecomer arrived at the 1st Battalion area.


“I apologize for being late, Lieutenant. I
shall take charge of the platoon now.”


Over her shoulder, Gulab listened in on Lt.
Kone and his new guest. He was in a mortar pit adjacent to her post. She
wondered why he wasn’t chewing out this woman who was light-only-knows how late
to the defense, and worse, late to command her own troops! And she wondered
even more what kind of pathetic character would be late to something of this
magnitude, late to her command responsibilities. She almost had half a mind to
say something to this fool later on – but then she caught a good glimpse of the
woman.


Gulab was stunned to silence.


 Lt. Kone deferred to the
newcomer because she was a KVW agent; but Gulab found herself staring at
the woman just because she looked so gallant in uniform.


Soon the woman approached the 3rd Platoon’s
position. Gulab was still transfixed.


“Hujambo, I am Corporal Charvi Chadgura. I will
be temporarily in command.”


Cpl. Chadgura shared perhaps the
dullest hujambo Gulab had ever
heard. 


She spoke and carried herself completely
without expression. Her eyes were just a little bit narrowed, and her lips
remained in a neutral position when she quieted. She wore neither a smile nor a
frown. Her cheeks were relaxed, and there was not a wrinkle along her brow. She
had a striking appearance in spite her lack of expression, with a rich and dark
complexion, and slightly curly, strangely pale hair to a length below chin
level. It was a collection of traits that Gulab had never seen in the
mountains, the Kalu, or Bada Aso.


It was hard for Gulab to accept this
picturesque person as the owner of that dull and droning voice, as someone who
had been late to assemble her own platoon – as a less-than-perfect officer.
Especially for KVW, heralded as terrifying, perfect soldiers.


Everyone in the platoon was quiet for a
moment. 


It seemed that there was no one among them
used to dealing with the KVW, or perhaps, specifically with someone like the
corporal, who had a sort of scatter-brained air from the moment she appeared.
Gulab could not tell what Corporal Chadgura was thinking, and the Corporal was
very quiet and still. She tried in vain to find somewhere to sit, but then
remained standing. There were no other officers in their platoon. It was a
young unit.


Cpl. Chadgura rubbed the side of her own arm
perhaps as a form of fidgeting. 


Her face continued to betray nothing of what
she was thinking. She was a complete cipher. Finally, after long silence, she
found a place to sit down on the sandbag wall.


Once she seated she patted her hand on her
lap as if beckoning a child.


“Does anyone want to join my command cadre?”
She asked in her droning voice.


There was no response at first. It
seemed the answer was a hesitant ‘no.’


Without thinking Gulab thrust her hand
up, feeling as if she had a duty to do so.


Now the platoon stared at her instead. Cpl. Chadgura
clapped her hands once.


“Thank you. One person will be enough. What
is your name and rank?”


“Private Gulab Kajari, ma’am!” Gulab said.
She tried to seem enthusiastic.


Chadgura rubbed her chin as if she had
forgotten something. She cast a long glance around the platoon, then snapped
her fingers. It was the most expressive gesture she had made so far. “Private
Kajari, please share with everyone one thing that you enjoy doing.”


Gulab paused for a moment. 


“I like Chess.” She finally said in a hushed
voice.


“I enjoy collecting stamps. Now we know each
other on a deeper level.”


Chadgura’s expression did not change at all,
there was not even the slightest twitch.


Nobody in the platoon could peel themselves
away from this scene. 


Even Gulab found it puzzling.










25-AG-30 South District – Matumaini 1st, 6th Grenadier


 


Along Goa street Kern was haunted by the
snapping sounds of distant rifles, and the occasional boom of heavy artillery.
On Goa itself there was no war yet, only the appearance of one on the rubble-strewn
street; but it could not have been said to be peaceful. 


Kilometers away to the east the Cissean 2da Infanteria attacked along the riverside, on far
cleaner terrain than the 6th Grenadiers – but also facing far stiffer
resistance and a dreadful river crossing. Westward, the 1era Infanteria was fighting for the old cathedral and
Penance road, on terrain that was comparatively open but blocked by a veritable
fortress. Kern could hear the fighting, a far-away chaos rendered in choppy
noises on and off again. It was a discordant prelude to
a violence that could sweep him up at any second.


It bothered him most that the noise was far
enough away to draw no violent physical reaction from him. He did not scream or
fall aback with surprise. Anxiety built in his chest and tension roiled
under his skin, but the environment offered him no release.


Facing the war would be better than this. At
least there he wouldn’t feel so foolish. 


It would be immediate.


First Sergeant Zimmer was still at his side,
but now with his pistol in his hand. Kern did not know what it was for – there
were least thirty men between themselves and the “front,” nebulous as it
was. Zimmer was fixated on every suspicious surface that came into view.
But after the eighth or ninth partial roof and rubble-choked frame, the
1st-Sgt. relaxed, and put on a big grin on his face, as though he had bested
his enemy.


“Private, from what part of the fatherland do
you hail?” He asked suddenly.


Kern avoided his eyes. “Oberon, sir, from the
farmlands.”


“Ah, the breadbasket. Ever hunt, son?”


“No sir. My families were just farmers.”


Zimmer looked at him like he was preparing to
spit in his face.


“Just farmers? You’ve no pride, boy. That’s
your problem.” He said brusquely.


Kern felt as though he would have been
criticized for anything he said.


“My family hunted in western Rhinea. Hunted
tundra drakes.”


“Tundra drakes?” Kern asked.


1st-Sgt. Zimmer extended his pistol arm,
looking through the sights.


“Large things. Scaly. Big bite. Remnants of
old power. Long before you and I were here, they were the kings of that ice. It
is said that once upon time they controlled
the ice, shaping the blizzards. It is said that they still can.
That is my people’s point of pride.”


He glared again at Kern. His contempt was
obvious.


“Run out front. You’re joining the next
assault. I want to see you fighting.”


Kern felt an icy grip around his heart. 


Short of having a literal death warrant
handed to him, he felt there could have been no greater sign of
his worthlessness in the eyes of the first sergeant than to be thrown
ahead. Certainly he would die; certainly Zimmer was saying nothing less than
“go die, boy, go find a machine gun to shred you, go become meat on the
pavement.” 


He felt disposed of. 


Why had been so keen to take him? Had he just
been trying to kiss Aschekind’s ass then? Pulling away a nuisance to earn
some mild esteem from the Captain? 


The Captain didn’t even seem like the type of
person who responded to that!


With the 1st-Sgt.’s eyes boring holes through
him, Kern ran ahead in clumsy, jelly-legged strides, feeling a nervous tingling
throughout his body, and heat up to his throat, nausea, a throbbing headache,
as if he bore all the maladies of life at once. 


He joined a group of men near the front of
the advance. 


None of them spoke to him and they did not
speak to each other. Kern felt that he might have seen them standing around the
last intersection, staring at the corpses.


He had been wrong. He took it back. Facing
the war would not have been better.


He begged silently to whatever unseen force –
please, not the war.


No matter how much he begged with his mind,
his body was still moving forward, a step at a time, over the rubble-strewn
across Goa Street. He had joined the war to escape a stagnant existence, to
make something of himself other than the ceaseless struggle of Oberon’s fields
in the wake of growing debt and alienation for the “breadbasket.” 


Who cared for the wheat when you could live
better working in an assembly line for the bread? He thought he was escaping
stubborn old family to make himself. How on Aer did he wind up doing this?
Rifle in hand, grenades in his belt, his bayonet glinting, and Captain
Aschekind’s useless hand radio in his bag. He walked to death now.


Marching quietly, perhaps sharing the same
thoughts that had stricken Kern, the Landsers crossed the block along Goa
Street and then, as instructed, they turned back westwards through the
connection to Matumaini street. Judging by their maps of the area, they would
be right around the corner from their objective. Those among them who had been
designated Jagers moved forward
stealthily, and crawled atop and around the rubble, climbing surreptitiously
into the buildings and ruins near the corner to Matumaini, and gathering what
information they could from their position without being spotted.


More elements of the 6th Grenadier began to
catch up to the lead elements. 


Kern heard the noise of tank tracks behind
them as their platoon of M3
Hunter Assault Guns
approached. An unbroken line of men moved into connection to Matumaini. Squad
Machine Gunners moved with their Norglers in hand and assistant gunners carrying
extra ammunition; Snipers with panzerbuchse anti-tank
rifles and scoped carbines kept watch; and large groups of common grenadiers
carrying rifles and grenades made up the bulk.


Captain Aschekind appeared from among them, a
head taller than any of the men. 


He carried a monstrously large pistol. Kern
had never seen anything like it before.


Around him was a squadron of soldiers with
cross-shaped medals on their jackets – the 1st Squadron, who rode on
Aschekind’s Squire Half-track. Would
they be leading the march? Probably not. They were too valuable. Each of them
was a decorated veteran.


The Captain’s arrival did little to change
the situation at first. He simply stood sentinel.


Soon the scouts returned from around the
corner with a report on the enemy’s positions.


Captain Aschekind then gathered the platoon
commanders. 


He conveyed to them the scout’s findings in
his terse and spare style of speaking. 


There were four machine guns up front, and
more positions behind them in a second tier with anti-tank and minor artillery
support. They were well dug-in, and they had to be engaged before any movement
could be made. To charge the tanks in first would have exposed them to the
communist’s anti-tank guns, so officers and armor held back. 


For their first wave it would be only men,
ordinary grenadiers with their rifles and grenades, ordered to move as fast as
possible and as far as possible to engage the defenders. Supporting elements
would follow once the battle was well underway.


Assault platoons began stacking around the
corner, ready to charge into the fray. 


Once everyone was organized, squadron by
squadron the men began penetrating enemy territory by charging around the
corner, across the streets, into whatever position they could find. Soon as
boots touched rubble, gunfire erupted in response. 


Battle was joined.


From the connection to Goa, Matumaini Street
seemed endless, stretching hundreds of meters, probably six or seven hundred
meters long in all. Though Matumaini was a much wider street than Goa, rubble
occupied so much of the double-wide car lanes that a sure-footed step could
only be taken into a ten meter wide path along the dead center of the
road. 


Assault Grenadiers ran for seconds along the
road before meeting lead and fire.


 Machine guns blared, and streams of their
gunfire covered the street. Mortar shells fell over them fifteen to
twenty a minute. Plumes of smoke rose along the street like wisps and
ghosts freed by fire to rise to heaven, and angry red streaks of tracer
gunfire ricocheted over the rubble. Volleys of battle rifle and machine gun
bullets soared through the open air, and low shots chipped at the ruined
ground in the wake of the desperately running men.


Landsers rushed forward one or two
squadrons at a time. Kern ran out with the very first men of Zimmer’s
platoon, challenging the communist’s furious defense. Projectiles streaked the
air just behind him, rounds flying past his helmet. Two men just centimeters
behind him were caught by a burst of gunfire and collapsed over the uneven
ground. 


Kern felt the heat of a mortar shell
exploding a few meters from him, launching tiny, fast pieces of metal that
grazed his shoulder and back, and triggering a great fear in him. 


Suddenly he ran with abandon until his
muscles were hot and sore. 


In a panic Kern crossed the street and threw
himself into a doorway choked with rubble. He hugged the rocks for dear life –
there was barely enough room to hide his body, and he was squeezed against the
ruin as though he would fall from a mountain if he took a step.


All he could do was peek out in fear every
few moments, desperate for an opportunity.


6th Grenadier’s charge was gaining meters in
fits and starts as men ducked gunfire and avoided explosions. Riflemen ran
out from the cover of awkwardly jutting rock and dusty mounds of rubble sliding
out from collapsed buildings, and they were gunned down in the open street,
making it two or three meters perhaps from where they started.


In the wake of fresh deaths, and the
attention of the enemy guns being elsewhere, more men dared to run. Many died
in the attempt, but several lucky ones bounded ahead.


There was a chaos of movement on the street,
and almost every squadron found it hard to keep fully together in the chaotic
terrain and under the pressure of suppressing fire. Stung by shrapnel, deafened
by blasts and shaken by a storm of lead, men ran to the first concealing object
they could find, and when these crowded they had to find new places to hide.
Meter by meter, rock by rock, they pushed the fighting closer to the
communists.


Into alleyways men ran, and from them crossed
the street found more cover. Several men climbed through windows into ruined
husks, seizing a second’s respite in the cold gloomy ruins. Kern heard a man
cry out in desperation, trapped in one such building.


Many men even lost the will to move entirely.
They hid in the rock like Kern did. 


Squadrons in good condition and within rifle
range started to fight back.


Taking turns, each stationary squad leaned
from cover and shot, half the assembled men attacking while the other half
worked their bolts or reloaded to prepare for an attack.  They aimed
to stall for time, trying to startle the gunners or hurt auxiliaries, perhaps
slow the guns enough for someone else to move. It was the start of something.


Behind them support squadrons began to commit
to the fight. 


Snipers fought through the smoke and fire and
took aim at the communist line, threatening any centimeter of human flesh they
could see. Ayvartan gunners started to drop once accurate fire flew in from
across Matumaini, but this silenced the guns for only seconds. Soon another man
or woman would take the weapon and death would resume.


Nochtish machine gunners tried to find
heights from which to shoot down over the shields of the Ayvartan machine guns,
but the footing was bad and the ruins unstable. It was on these last support
units that the infantry’s tactics most strongly depended on, but the
environment was uniquely hostile to them. They could find no place to
brace their bipods, and many fired wildly from the hip, or with their guns
laid over crumbling rock. 


Sawing noises issued from the Norglers; long
bursts hit sandbags and ballistic shields, forcing the communists to
hide behind cover, preventing them from safely traversing their guns or
spotting along the road and streets. Machine guns screamed blindly and
recklessly from both ends of the street, landser and enemy taking turns hiding
and shooting, and beneath the fire exchanged in their duel the riflemen
continued to run and to die.


A gargantuan effort from the 6th
Grenadier Division finally made it within 200 meters of the communist line
– but it was only a smattering of random landsers hiding on both sides of
the street that maintained this distance, their squadrons broken up and split
up. 


In reality much of Nocht’s power was still as
far back as 400 meters from the enemy. 


Close, but not close enough. 


Over the course of the fighting the
enemy showed several weaknesses to the grenadiers. Kern found the Ayvartan fire
to be sporadic and sloppy all told: the machine guns seemed to concentrate
terrifying volleys on the first flashing of movement, and more landsers managed
to move from cover to cover than were killed on the street because of this. 


They found that they were not fighting a wall
of fire, but a whip, that cracked at the air and then retracted. Kern himself
learned something of the timing, or at least, he hoped.


He took a deep breath and waited, pressed
against the rubble.


When he felt the time was right Kern pushed
himself off and hurtled out of cover.


Five or six other men ran with him from
various positions along the road, each a few seconds off Kern’s timing. Some
were running diagonal to him, others in parallel but from farther behind
his position, fresh off the line. All of them ran amid brutal gunfire. 


Ayvartan machine guns made a very deliberate,
metallic crock-crock-crock sound
during continuous fire; Norglers made a crack-thoom noise
at the beginning of a volley and then a continuous, infernal sawing noise. With
the Ayvartan guns Kern almost thought he could hear every bullet being fired
from the gun thanks to its weary noises.


Once the volley commenced anew, Kern was in
the middle of the street, and from the corner of his eyes he saw the split
second flashes in the distance, and he saw the red trails of the tracers, and
the sharp bursts of dust and chipped earth that followed in the wake of bullets
striking earth around his feet, behind him, right in his shadow, right where he
was.


He caught a glimpse of the streaks of red in
the air around him, splashes of blood, and spurts of red mist as flesh was
perforated by bullets. He kept his arms closed and his rifle against his
chest, his head and shoulders bowed, and he ran with a controlled gait.


Through the open road and the leaden cloud he
crossed, and threw himself behind a mound with three other men. They patted him
on the shoulder and atop his helmet, and then steeled themselves ahead again.
Two men rose from cover and fired, hitting nothing. 


They hid again. 


Now sixty meters from the communist line,
none of them were willing to move further. 


Kern checked his gun, found it fully loaded,
and steeled himself to fight from cover.


On the street he saw five freshly
killed men. 


They had the timing wrong, perhaps by a
few seconds.


Kern wished he could explain how he was alive
still and those men were not.


He felt a man’s hand on his shoulder and
turned his head. There was a scruffy-looking blonde man with a patchy beard and
mustache, with his back to the building adjacent to their rubble, and his rifle
pointing at the floor. He was lean but he looked tough.


“Corporal Voss,” he introduced himself, “I
think you should stick with us.”


“I wasn’t planning on going anywhere.” Kern
said.


Voss smirked, and loaded a new stripper clip
into his rifle. “Let’s give ‘em a show!”


Voss and one of his men leaned out from
cover, aimed quickly, and let off a shot; they hopped back in, and a hail of
gunfire pounded the front of the mound. Kern and the second man took their
turn, bullets still striking in and around their area. He fired a snap shot; it
was as if he was aiming for the concept of a man, trying to predict where the
owner of the flashes might be, where a head might rise over a sandbag. He did
not know what he hit.


Two Norglers suddenly emptied out against the communist
line and bought a few seconds of silence. A few men bolted from cover and made
it across the street. From behind Kern a fifth man showed up at Voss’ spot,
struggling to breathe, nursing a bleeding gash along the side of his belly.
Kern handed the man a cloth from his own pouch.


“Thanks,” the man struggled to say, “Grazed
me. Coulda took my guts off.”


Kern nodded, and he prepared to lean out and
shoot again. 


Enemy guns awakened almost the instant he
leaned out, and he was forced to hide.


Gunfire flew past his position. He peered
back down the street.


He found himself transfixed when ten or
twenty meters behind and slowly approaching he saw the ridiculous figure
of Captain Aschekind, holding a chunk of concrete to cover the length of his
body, shrugging off the fire of the Ayvartan’s guns. It was as though he had
ripped a pillar from a building and wielded it like a shield via a piece of
bent rebar. 


Kern and Voss and the other men watched,
bewildered, as Aschekind returned fire with his pistol – a massive round
ejected from the barrel, and an explosion larger than a standard grenade smote
the Ayvartan’s sandbags, instantly quieting one of the big guns.


One slightly shaking hand holding his heavy
shield, Aschekind used the other to reload. He popped open his gun, a flare gun
design with a longer barrel and larger chamber, and from a belt he pushed in a
new grenade using his thumb. He locked the barrel back into place with his
forefinger, and inching forward he fired again. His projectile overflew the
machine guns and exploded behind them, quieting a second gun with the
fragmentation.


Kern found himself muttering, his lips
quivering. “Is that a man walking or a monster?”


“Couldn’t be anything but both, I think.”
Voss replied, similarly taken back.


As if in response, the Ayvartan second tier
awakened, and an explosive shell flew out, shattering Aschekind’s concrete
pillar – but the man quickly rolled out of the way and into safe cover from
behind the crumbled chunks of cement. He disappeared into a nearby ruin.
Moments later Kern heard a crackling sound coming from his bag, and he withdrew
the radio that the Captain had handed him. He turned one of the knobs to
clarify the signal.


Soon he heard Captain Aschekind’s voice.
Despite everything he delivered his lines with his usual force. ”All units
currently on the street hold positions and provide support. I repeat, hold
positions and provide support. Armor and artillery are mobile.”


Far behind Kern’s position tank engines
started anew, and tracks started grinding.










25-AG-30 South District – Matumaini 3rd, 42nd Rifles


 


Matumaini was alight in waves of
gunfire. 


From her vantage Gulab watched the machine
guns spraying hot red streaks of lead down the street at the
distant silhouettes of men. She took aim with her iron sights and did
what she could to support, but she was not sure how she was supposed to score
hits at the distance her rifle was rated for. An enemy hundreds of meters away
was hard to see even if her bullets could make the distance. She was not sure
she had killed anyone.


Men only seemed to appear clearly when the
machine guns cut them down in the open.


Machine gun fire flew ceaselessly from the
defensive line. It was crucial to the defense. A high volume of fire suppressed
any enemy it did not kill. But there were many technical difficulties on their
side. It was not simply standing behind sandbags and shooting. 


Due to the wheeled carriages on the Khroda machine
guns it was an ordeal to turn the weapons to match the enemy’s movements,
limiting the spread of the line’s gunfire. She saw the machine gun crews
struggling to turn the guns, and due to the effort many crews mimed the crew
next to them, and saturated particular sides of the street with heavy fire to
the exclusion of any other lanes. There was no real direction; the situation
did not allow for much finesse. Their enemy could only struggle forward and
they could only push back.


Gulab counted thirty dead from automatic
fire, and the Nochtish line appeared largely suppressed. For a time it was
almost as though they were firing at ghosts of men, flitting about without
material direction. But then Gulab saw men coming closer and closer, their
figures becoming clearer and clearer, moving wherever the guns were not.


For a half hour it seemed the guns and the
mortars were tireless. 


Calls started to go out for fresh supplies. 


Behind them, a supply truck drove carefully
into the intersection, delivering reserve ammunition. Volunteers from each
platoon ran out from their sandbag positions, increasingly under the
sporadic fire of enemy machine guns and soon their snipers as well, all moving
closer. Dodging enemy fire they grabbed crates full of ammo belts and mortar
shells and brought them back to the front to refresh their hungry weapons. 


Thousands of rounds flew across Matumaini. 


Whenever Nocht got it in their minds to shoot
back, even Gulab had to duck. Nocht’s light machine guns made a sound like a
mechanical saw, chopping and chopping with continuous fire, and as the enemy’s
men got closer their rounds punctured the sandbags around her and ricocheted
off the ballistic shields on her platoon’s anti-tank guns. She heard a scream,
and saw a woman shot and killed instantly in the Lieutenant’s mortar pit.


She had been shot as she rose over the
sandbags to fire. Things were turning around.


Soon even ordnance threatened them. 


Explosive shells from what Gulab imagined was
a light cannon struck the defensive line from behind a moving chunk
of concrete. One shell struck the sandbags guarding a Khroda machine gun and
threw the crew from their positions. Their platoon had to rush three fresh men
and women to recrew the machine gun, and pull away the injured crew. Quickly
the new crew worked on the gun, replacing the damaged gun barrel,
adding a new water jacket to cool it, and fitting a new ballistic shield. After
unjamming the ammunition belt and replacing it with a fresh one, the gun
opened fire once again.


It seemed to have little effect on the
grenadier attacking them. 


From the same position as before a second
light cannon shell fell between the anti-tank position and one of the mortars
and exploded violently. Gulab felt the heat and the force, and smelled the
burning. Fragments flew over her head, grazing one of the gun crewmen. Nobody
was seriously hurt from it, but everyone was shaken. 


To think Nocht had access to a portable light
cannon! 


It was clearly being fired from behind cover
by an infantryman. Gulab tried to make him out, but she could see nothing but a
hunk of cement debris in the middle of the street.


“Raise the guns. I want high explosive on
that man.” Corporal Chadgura shouted.


This was her first order the entire battle. 


Even when she shouted, though the volume of
her voice rose, her tone was very unaffected, and her face looked quite
untouched by everything happening. It was bizarre. 


At first the gun crew looked startled – the
anti-tank guns were supposed to hold their fire and to do battle against
tanks. Their gun model was meant primarily for direct fire, and had very little
elevation and no artillery sighting mechanisms. Despite this one of the three
gun crews stopped gawking and did as they were told, loading a high-explosive
shell and raising the gun elevation. One of the men raised a pair of binoculars
and gave instructions on sighting. It was all raw mathematics done in their
heads without the aid of an artillery sight or an elevation gauge or any other
instruments. It was very impromptu.


When the gunner pulled the switch, the
45mm gun kicked back a step.


An explosive shell sailed across the street
in a fraction of a second.


A modest blast issued as the shell struck the
slab of concrete across the way.


Everyone was operating at ranges where Gulab
found it hard to trust her eyes on what happened, but she thought she saw a
solid hit and maybe even a good kill. The crew popped open the breech and the
shell casing slid easily out, ready for another explosive shot.


Binoculars raised before his eyes, the gun
spotter relayed a confirmed kill.


“Good work. Stand by.” Corporal Chadgura
replied. 


She was unshaken by the events. Gulab had not
seen her flinch away from anything. Even when they were forced to duck or hug
the sandbag walls tight to avoid intensifying enemy fire, Corporal Chadgura’s
face showed no reaction. It was hard to tell whether she was bored, deadly
serious, or perahps stunted with fear. Gulab could read nothing in her eyes or
her face and the officer had seldom spoken since the shooting began.


There was a lull. They had been fighting for
over an hour. Orders were to delay Nocht’s advance, but for how long? To Gulab
it didn’t feel like this intensity could be maintained forever. Along the
street there were far fewer targets. Those enemy soldiers that had made it to
cover stayed in it and traded small arms fire. When the machine guns sounded back
to them, they hit rubble and kept the enemy’s heads down. No one was making
progress.


More targets – taking the corner to Goa
spotters found a pair of gray hulks.


“Ready yourselves! Load Armor Piercing!”
Corporal Chadgura declared.


Behind the central 45mm gun, the crew
inserted a new shell, and pushed a lever to feed it and lock it in place. The
platoon’s two other crews followed, loading their own guns and raising the
carriages, turning them to try to get a good angle on the enemy. Gulab’s heart
skipped a beat – they were really engaging armor. Faces glistened with sweat
and a little soot, and everyone in the crew hunkered behind the sandbags and
ballistic shields.


Gulab peered over the sandbag wall and saw
the two armored vehicles, and another following behind them. Unlike men they
were clearly visible even from afar, each three meters wide and tall, a
lumbering iron box with a gun, each one fast approaching. 


Machine guns opened on them to no avail,
trying to force them to button down their hatches and viewing slits and blind
themselves – but Nochtish tank crews had no fear of rifle caliber bullets.
Their tracks rolled easily over the uneven street, across the shallow
craters made by mortars, driving through mounds of rubble and collapsed concrete
ruin without obstacle. On the right-hand side of each tank’s face was a gun
with a large bore.


“Assault gun sighted!” Shouted the spotter,
after adjusting the elevation on the gun slightly. Elevation of the central gun
completed, he hurried to aid the other two crews, and soon the entire platoon
was ready to fight. Three guns, fully loaded with Armor Piercing High Explosive
(AP-HE) rounds, and a line of direct fire to the enemy.


“Fire!” Corporal Chadgura declared.


First shot went out at about 500m distance,
and crashed into the center of one tank’s glacis plate. Two consecutive shots
from the other guns smashed into the thick front of the tanks at awkward
angles. Gulab saw and heard the detonations one after the other, and for a
moment the tanks were obscured by smoke from the blasts. 


Then the armored hulks strode forward again,
still advancing as unbroken unit.


 There was no penetration of the armor,
and no visible damage as the tank rolled forward. Nocht’s assault
guns continued their meticulous advance toward Matumaini 3rd. 


As one, 3rd Platoon’s crews ejected the spent
shells, reloaded, and at Corporal Chadgura’s command they fired again and
again, pounding the tanks relentlessly, but this did little but momentarily
slow the enemy. Their front armor was simply too tough!


As the front row of tanks endured the
blasts of three anti-tank guns at once, around them the enemy gained a
second wind. Gulab heard the whipping noise of rifle bullets.


Reflexively she hid behind the sandbags for
cover.


She promptly felt like a coward when she saw
Corporal Chadgura standing behind one of the the AT guns without fear and
continuing to direct their fire. 


More AP-HE shells loaded, and flew. All of
the guns sounded continuously.


Gulab swallowed hard, and stood again
with a mind to retaliate.


She then failed to raise her rifle.


Under continuous anti-tank fire, the assault
guns reached a distance of 300 meters, about the halfway point from
Matumaini 2nd and Goa to the intersection. There all three of the guns stopped,
and from behind them two more tanks started to roll out of Goa with a new mass
of men huddling around and behind them. Reinforcements.


The Assault guns in front adjusted their
cannons and opened fire. 


Powerful 75mm high explosive shells rocked
the defensive lines. One shell struck a machine gun position dead-on just
thirty meters in front of Gulab. While the double-thick stacks of sandbags
absorbed a heroic amount of the blast, people ran out of the impromptu redoubt
nonetheless, panicking and coughing from smoke. Repeated blasts rolled along
the line. Every thirty meters the front two tanks would stop and shoot a
half-dozen rounds. 


Open terrain around the intersection was
smashed repeatedly, forming smoking craters. 


Sandbag pits were struck time and again and
collapsed entirely.


Corporal Chadgura dauntlessly ordered the
anti-tank teams to fire and fire, but they could not stop the enemy armor. The
45mm, with its small bore and short barrel was too weak for the thick front
glacis of the tanks even at this close distance.


Soon the assault guns crawled to within 200
meters, now almost upon the defensive line, and the Nochtish men that had been
hiding saw the near-total defeat of the Ayvartan machine gun positions and
began to move on the intersection, running without fear. 


Triumphantly the assault guns now fired
constantly even while on the move, and they targeted their fire exclusively at
the second tier of defenses. Gulab heard the thundering of the guns and the
booming of explosives hitting the ground and scattering the defenses.


“Spirits preserve me,” Gulab mumbled. 


Fire and black smoke blocked her view and it
felt like it was digging into her eyes, like black and red was everything she
could see. It was overwhelming, the blasts came twenty a minute. She felt her
heart pound and her stomach tighten. A hot hand dug into her chest and she felt
short of breath. Nochtish rifles and machine guns opened up on them unopposed,
showering the sandbags and the ballistic shield on the anti-tank gun and adding
to the noise. There was flame and thunder and a storm of metal streaking past. 


Gulab felt outside her own body, trapped
watching the environment, shaking, stuck. Her courage had left her, obliterated
with the last semblances of thought by the falling of the shells. It hadn’t merely
collapsed the sandbags but reality itself all around her.


“Private Kajari, get down!”


Gulab was falling. 


She felt stricken across the face, but in
reality Corporal Chadgura had thrown herself atop her. Behind them something
roared with heat and power, casting a massive gout of flame and choking black
smoke into the air. When the shell fell they were both thrown against the
sandbags, as though picked up and launched by a giant. 


They hit the ground together in embrace,
gasping for breath. 


Gulab’s vision swam, but she saw the burning
husks of the anti-tank guns behind them, and the corpses of the crews caught in
the inferno. For a second she thought the corporal too might have been a
corpse, and she panicked, and scurried away from her.


On the floor, Chadgura looked at her with
that unchanging expression. 


She pushed herself up on her knees.


“Are you capable of walking, Private Kajari?
We are in danger here.”


Her voice was still so dry and drained. 


She did not look as if in pain, as if
affected. Cpl. Chadgura’s endurance was astonishing. Almost heroic. Gulab felt
a biting pain across her shoulder, but it was nothing tragic, and she found she
could move all of her limbs, shaking perhaps, but without undue effort. 


Her mind a sudden blank, Gulab stood,
and Chadgura stood with her, seemingly unharmed. There was smoke all around
them, but Gulab could see others reeling and standing and running. There was a
great outcry, and dozens of people running to the back of the
intersection. Corporal Chadgura collected their rifles from the floor.


“We must retreat to the 3rd Battalion
area. This position is useless now.”


Together Chadgura and Gulab joined the
remains of the battalion retreating pell-mell across the intersection. As they
ran, a pair of shells flew overhead and smashed one of the few buildings
standing intact along the eastern side of the intersection. From the first
floor ran its remaining occupants, some burnt, some pulling along concussed
allies. 


Gulab grit her teeth and held her breath and
ran herself raw. 


Now it was their side’s turn to be cut down.


Enemy machine guns grew closer and fiercer,
and the shells continued to fly from their advancing armor. In the middle
of the intersection the drivers and crew of the ammunition truck abandoned
their vehicle and joined the runners. Soon a small mass of humanity was running
past the end of the intersection and into 3rd block proper.


Behind the retreating Ayvartans the enemy’s
assault guns rolled over what was left of their Khroda machine guns, and
Nochtish soldiers set up their bipods and took parting shots at them from the
opposite end of the remains of their sandbag walls. More and more soldiers
poured into the breach and took the positions she and her crew once manned.


Gulab ran almost a hundred meters past the
intersection.


Soon she found herself and Chadgura well into
the 3rd Battalion area. There the men and women from 3rd Battalion pushed up
Khroda guns on their wheeled carriages and prepared their own 45mm anti-tank
guns to retaliate against the invaders. She and the corporal both stopped near
an alleyway and waited as more people from their platoon filtered in. About
half of them were accounted for within a few minutes. There was a flurry of
movement all around them, and the gunfire never ceased even during the retreat.



It seemed the fight would continue right into
the 3rd Battalion area.


“Are you unhurt, Private Kajari?”
Chadgura asked.


Gulab couldn’t reply. She was still catching
her breath. She nodded her head instead.


Chadgura nodded back. “Do not fear. We have
not shown an inkling of our tenacity.”


Gulab nodded her head again, sweating,
weeping from the smoke in her eyes. It was hard to be inspired. She felt like
she had been defeated, like she had run like a coward instead of fighting. And
hearing her late-comer, lazy-voiced officer was not helping.


Chadgura checked her bag suddenly, and held
out a thin little book triumphantly. 


“Ah. It survived.”


 


~ ~ ~


 


Nocht advanced quickly upon the 2nd Battalion
area, and through the power of its assault guns ejected them from the
intersection. Along the diagonal road and the northern road to Matumaini 3rd
the Nochtish attack continued, with grenadiers rushing forward and engaging the
1st and 3rd Battalion lines. Others dug hastily into the intersection, in many
places using the remnants of Ayvartan positions to springboard fresh assaults.


The 1st and 3rd Battalions held on
tenaciously, and for a brief moment they fought only the enemy infantry, but it
was a short-lived respite, and within ten or fifteen minutes the M3 Hunters
were moving forward again, savaging the Ayvartan’s defenses with their 75mm
guns and withstanding blows to their thick armor. The 42nd Rifles Regiment and
the 4th Ox Rifles Division requested anti-tank support as quickly as possible.


According to the operational plan, this call
was soon answered. 


Elements of the elite 3rd KVW Motor Rifles
assembled behind the 42nd Rifles’ Regiments struggling front line.
Black-and-red clad veterans of Cissea began to intersperse
themselves among the Ox troops, preparing for Major Nakar’s counterattack.


Farther behind them, waiting for their chance
to lunge, Ayvarta’s new armor stacked up to bewildered gazes, their crews quiet
inside the giant machines. Major Nakar delivered her orders through the radio,
primarily to the KVW and to select units of the Ox rifles. 


The Ogres would not reclaim the street; they
would annihilate the occupants.


It was time for the real face of Matumaini’s
defense to make itself plain.










13.  The Battle of Matumaini II


 










25th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


 


In the midst of war, her mind was
subconsciously pulled back to Home.


And she thought briefly of the mountains
again.


But there was so much more to say about the
Kucha.


Among the villagers of the Kucha mountain
range in the Adjar and Dbagbo dominances, the penetration of socialism was
always small. Whereas the outside world praised the virtues of comrades who
showed bravery, loyalty and wit in the Revolution, in the mountains the food
delivery truck came every week and went every week, the hunters and
loggers were not exactly unionized, and the villagers continued to talk of
their own comrade, a folk hero whose adventures are taught to every child – Big
Bearded Baaku.


It was said that his beard was so long he
braided it like a woman’s braid, and he always dressed in a hermit’s robes. He
lived outside of the villages, but he always shared his hunts, and he always
planted a seed for every tree he logged for his cottage. He foiled many spirits
and he commiserated with goblins and werehyenas, back in their own time. 


Every child knew of his tales of valor and
strength, and at least for a time, every child wanted to follow in his
footsteps. He was the heroic comrade of their own revolution, one recurring
each year, the revolution of living in a dangerous and distant place.


Because of his big beard, the smallest child
of the Kajari family was always convinced that the Kajari’s paternal
grandfather was Big Bearded Baaku. He had returned to the village after many
years of absence, tentatively welcomed by those he left behind. The Kajari
child was struck by the appearance of this outsider, and always called him
Baaku. 


Maybe he got lonely living outside and he
finally settled with them! 


Maybe he had finally bested all his enemies
and made good on all his bets and debts to the strange creatures! The Child was
convinced, and told everyone in the village. 


Other family members grew a little
exasperated with the child – oh what a flighty load, what a boisterous
headache, what a strange and foolish child! A Child that loved to make up
stories more than to run and fight other kids; that played chess with the
elders rather than throw rocks with the boys; that covered up and wore shawls
even in the Yarrow’s Sun.


A Child that acted a little too much like a
Girl, some whispered.


The one appropriate thing the Child
wanted to do was join the village’s hunts, and it was the one thing the Child
could certainly not be allowed to do.


For his part, the grandfather never dispelled
this notion, however. 


He knew this Child was special. 


Each year, around the time of the hunt,
despite his prowess in the field, despite his stature and his storied career in
traveling, soldiering; he stayed behind with the small child as the men
departed, and personally took charge of the child. He told stories, played
games and made guarantees – “when you’re bigger and stronger, you will go hunt
too. I will go with you! For now little one, focus on being good, like your
friend Baaku!”


The Child sulked. 


“I want to go hunt – I’ll show everyone! I’ll
catch the biggest Rock Bear!”


The Grandfather was patient. 


“You need to get bigger before you can fight
a Rock Bear! You’re too small now child, the Bear will walk right past you and
not even realize that you want to fight!”


The Child shouted. 


“I want to be as big as Baaku and show up
everyone in the village!”


The Grandfather laughed.


“Someday you’ll have a beard as big as mine,
big enough to braid, you will see. But don’t hurry to grow up just yet. Even
your brothers had to wait for their beards.”


The Child
would sulk, but the Grandfather would take the child’s long hair and braid it,
in a thick, long, scrunchy braid, and the novelty of this would be enough to
still the child for a time, until the next story, and the next sulk. 


“This braid
is like your own beard! In this way, everyone in the village has one!”


The Child
laughed at this. It was silly; but pleasing, too.


In this way
they carried on for many years. 


This all came back to her, in the back of her
mind, in a black and white mix of fear, fantasy, shame, and a little burning
flame of determination she had yet to rediscover.










25-AG-30 Z-Company Advance, Matumaini Northwest


 


First Sergeant Zimmer was in a fugue
state after the rout of the defenders at the Matumaini and 3rd intersection, his
expression more alive than any of his men had ever seen it, with his eyes
glinting, his teeth bared in a manic smile. Most of his platoons had survived,
and his company still contained over a good hundred fighting men. 


He personally volunteered himself and
his men to Captain Aschekind, whose silence he took as an implicit
acknowledgment of his mission. Pistol in hand, Zimmer immediately
gathered Z-Companie sans a few stragglers and pushed through
up the diagonal road in force, a single M3 Hunter assault gun following in his
wake to provide supporting fire.


At first the company pursued an
under-strength platoon of Ayvartan runners, twenty or thirty people running for
their lives. They hardly shot back, and when they did it was a quick pistol
shot, more an excuse to look over their own shoulders than an attempt to fight.



Ducking under and around
rubble the communists tried to escape pursuit in the ruins, but
slowly the territory cleared, and the treacherous, jagged roads and heaps
of rubble gave away to clear pavement, largely untouched buildings and, broad
alleys and long streets in proper order. Flight turned to desperate fighting
retreat. Now these men and women ran over open terrain, and they had to duck
into cover and shoot back more in earnest. 


Despite renewed effort it was a
one-sided fight. 


Grenadiers took their pick of them,
clipping heads and puncturing bellies from a hundred meters away at their
leisure. Any chance the communists took to run was a chance they took to die,
and when they took cover the Grenadiers gained on them.


This dramatically unfair carnage
inspired many of the Nochtish men. 


Zimmer seemed utterly absorbed in it. 


The First Sergeant shouted and
shouted, firing his pistol ahead, calling for targets with grizzly zeal,
ushering his men into a frenzied run. Machine gunners held their fire, and the
assault gun was utterly quiet as the riflemen and their commander charged,
giving chase until they unknowingly straddled the next of the communist’s
defensive lines on Matumaini. 


They received only second’s worth of
transition after crossing this invisible threshold.


Two kilometers up from the
intersection, a lone bullet whizzed by Zimmer from a nearby rooftop, and struck
a man to his right, perforating his neck. He dropped to the floor, clutching
his wound in disbelief, pressing against the gushing blood with his eyes
drawn wide; similarly stunned but much more alive Zimmer quickly
hid behind a thick steel bin. 


Scrambling for an exit, Zimmer aimed
for a restaurant door a few meters away and smashed off the knob with a series
of pistol shots. Ahead of him the street awoke with gunfire,
and bullets started to fly the company’s way from just across the
alley. 


Communists with light machine guns and
submachine guns attacked from inside the building directly in front of Zimmer’s
advancing troops, overlooking their approach. Windows flashed an angry
orange-red, and automatic fire covered both sides of the street.


Z-Companie had run gleefully into the
next bastion of the enemy, but now lead flowed in opposition to them, and they
were not so eager to charge. Zimmer’s men scattered to both sides of the
street, huddling behind trash cans, hydrants and mailboxes, squeezing against
doorways and in alleys. From behind his own cover, Zimmer called for backup. 


He waved his hand to signal his men
into the building, and more than a dozen complied, rushing from cover
and throwing open the remains of the bullet-ridden doors. 


Zimmer threw himself out from behind
his metal box and ran inside.


Dozens of bullets struck at his
coattails as he vanished behind the walls.


Inside the restaurant much of the
seating was fixed around the edges of the building, so many of his men had to
squat behind or lay atop long bench seats that were bolted along the walls.
They kept their heads down near the long windows. Landsers huddled against
every surface that hid them from the communist’s impromptu stronghold.


Zimmer had only centimeters of wall
obscuring him from the windows. 


He shouted at his men to fight, and
they shattered glass with the butts of their rifles and targeted the
windows and roofs, but the communists had perfect angles on the restaurant.
While nochtish fire hit brick instead of window and bounced off the carved
overhangs blocking the roof, the restaurant gained was
immediately saturated with gunfire. 


Every sliver of flesh that was not
fully covered, elbows and shoulders and legs ill considered by cowering
grenadier, were scraped and pierced and grazed by the storm. Flashing red
tracer bullets ricocheting in the interior made the place look candle-lit. 


Within this hurricane of bullets not a
landser dared to shoot back.


Hiding in a corner, against a sliver
of concrete between two windows and only barely out of the carnage that
was consuming the rest of the building and street, Zimmer produced his
radio and called the M3 assault gun bringing up the rear. 


He peered fitfully out the window
whenever the gunfire slowed, sneaking glances at the enemy’s positions and
finding them almost exclusively settled on the upper floors. The enemy building
and his position inside of the restaurant were separated only by an over-broad
alleyway parking that allowed cars and delivery trucks to park beside the
restaurant and unload goods and passengers – perhaps twenty or thirty meters
at the longest.


“Six-V, fire high explosive on the
building just ahead of the restaurant!” He shouted. “Concentrate on the upper
floor, the two right-most windows from your vantage!”


These orders jolted their armor awake.



At once the M3 Hunter drove in from
the side of the restaurant and veered slightly to the west to face its
ill-positioned gun. Zimmer, pressed against the wall, felt a light rumbling of
the gun, and peeked from cover to watch the destruction. 


A well-placed HE shell burst through
one of the offending windows on the uppermost floor and shattered the room,
collapsing the ceiling from under a pair of machine gunners on the roof, and
the floor they were meant to land on after, burying them in the room below. 


Fires did not start but the expanding
smoke and dust obscured the windows.


Following the blast the building
and with it the entire street had gone silent, and Zimmer shoved a small group
of his men out the broken windows of the restaurant. They crossed the alley and
climbed into the building, under the watchful presence of the assault gun. They
wandered inside the makeshift fort, and minutes later radioed in an all-clear.


Zimmer was not keen to leave his
restaurant.


Instead he ordered the rest of the men
out and ahead. 


From the doorway, he raised his
binoculars and watched his advance slow to a crawl. 


His men crossed the street in front of
the suppressed stronghold, and stepped across the adjacent alleyway. They were
anxious and they walked slowly as crawling terrapins, as though inching across
open streets and road would help them sneak toward the enemy.


Rifles sounded from up the street.


Sniper fire killed two men in the
middle of the road.


At once the rest of his men scattered
to a suddenly renewed roaring of rifles and submachine guns from the windows
and roof of the next nearest building. 


“Maneuver around the building!” He
shouted from his window, urging the laggards across the road from him and from
the fighting to move forward and engage. 


Startled and anxious the men stole
along the street to join the fighting.


The First Sergeant could hardly see
the battle now, as it was moving farther from the restaurant. He rushed from
the window of the restaurant, begrudgingly crossing the alleyway and into the
building ahead, still hot and suffused with the stench of smoke. 


He ran through the interior halls, and
he found the place had once been some kind of office. Crossing from one side of
the building, around the face, and to the other wall, he found the same men he
had shared the restaurant with – sans a few, depleted in the interim. 


Zimmer found the situation better in
the office building than in the restaurant.


Sturdy walls and spaced-out windows
gave clear lanes of fire and complete protection that allowed the men to
exchange attacks calmly. Through an adjoining hall, Zimmer could see out to the
street stretching in front of the building, and his men pinned down across the
road. He hailed the M3 gun on the radio, urging it forward again to help
break the deadlock.


It was the next building from the
office place that was shooting at them now.


They would have to go house to house,
it seemed.


“Fire on the uppermost floor, third
window from right, Six-V.” Zimmer ordered.


He observed the assault gun driving
past his vantage to the street, and once out of his sight, he heard its tracks
turning and awaited the rumbling of the gun. He felt shaking across the
ground and through the walls and with glee he heard the tell-tale noise of a
nearby cannon shot. Zimmer shouted under the roar of the gun for his men to
open fire again.


But there was no explosion, no shell
flying at those damnable windows. 


From the opposing building the
communists retaliated in force, opening fire on him unabated, forcing his men
back into cover again when he expected to have an advantage.


Zimmer turned from the side hall of
the building, and looked down the adjoining hall to the street. He saw
smoke trailing in, its source just out of his field of vision.


“Assault Gun Six-V do you copy?
Six-V?”


There was no response on the radio.


“Hold down here!” Zimmer shouted to
his men in the midst of the gunfire, and he sidled along the wall into the
adjoining hall, and snuck out toward the front of the building.


Peering out to the street, he found
the M3 Hunter smoking and burning from the gun mantlet and from an open hatch
atop the hull. He could not see the machine’s wounds from his vantage, and its
hull and the smoke drawing from it blocked his view of his street troops.


Then above the gunfire he heard tracks
moving forward. Was it the M3 reviving?


Across the street a shell flew and
exploded on the side of the office building. 


Zimmer nearly fell, the walls and
ground shaking around him. 


He saw a flash and a brief wave of
pressure blowing at the opposite end of the hall. Smoke started to stream
out of the building. He turned and ran toward the men he had left, and suddenly
he found himself exposed, a massive hole blown into the structure. 


Around the dire corner there were men
at his feet, burnt, concussed, all crushed under the collapsed wall. Zimmer
paid them less attention than he did to the street outside. 


Like a revelation from God, the hole
punched so abruptly into the building offered him a view of his
maneuver platoons splayed across the streets and alleys, and a roving green
hulk driving from a nearby alley. Never had he seen such a large tank, three
and a half meters wide, three meters tall, and perhaps seven meters long.
Enormous. Massive. 


Feebly he drew his pistol. The
roar of the tank’s gun was the last thing he ever heard.










25-AG-30 1st Vorkämpfer Rear
Echelon


 


Luftlotte bombing had taken a heavy toll on
the buildings of Bada Aso’s south district, but Von Sturm’s staff found a
fairly feasible place for a headquarters. It was far from the front line on the
southeastern edge of the city, close enough to the green fields on the edge of
the hilly Kalu to smell the wind-blown scent of Lillies. Thankfully the stench
of powder and burning had been blown out by that same wind long before the
Grenadiers got there.


An old restaurant building stood untouched
among a block of buildings completely squashed by explosives. To the last they
had been smashed down to their foundations, left as bleach-gray holes in the
ground. Corps staff let their imagination run wild and thought the
restaurant was a lucky spot, a standing omen. There were five ruined buildings
ringing the restaurant, and across the street from it three more ruins
completed the formation. 


The main road parallel to the restaurant was
splintered and cracked and trucks driving over it teetered and shook as their
wheels rose and fell with the terrain. Supply horses, of which there many more
than trucks, tottered over the ruins with a confident step, but the wheels on
their wagons took a beating atop the ruined earth. More than one shattered box,
its precious contents spilled, lay forgotten on the sides of the road, fallen
from convoys.


But the men were driving and the horses
cantering, and the war machine was slowly shifting into position. Towing
anti-tank guns and artillery guns, food wagons, the few cargo trucks and the
many horse-drawn wagons of the Grenadiers and the Cissean infantry were
making slow but sure progress on linking their forward units to much-needed
supplies. 


By nightfall, Nochtish generals predicted
they would have three major artillery positions, five established forward
bases, numerous roads open to their panzers and personnel
vehicles, all of them ready along the edges of the central district,
waiting to pounce on the heart of the communist defense in the valuable city
center. 


They expected that by the 30th Nocht would
have full control of the city.


“Perhaps if that map is meant to
depict a fantasy land!” Von Drachen laughed.


He regarded all of the planning maps on the
table as some kind of elaborate joke. 


People accused him of having strange humor,
but he thought no humor could be stranger than the thought of taking this city
in a week. Everyone stared at him. Staff crowded the table, coddling General
Anton Von Sturm as he explained his ambitions.


Behind them, seven women in gray skirt
suits manned a communications station, spanning the length of a wall, and
handled all contact with the Vorkämpfer and the 6th Grenadier, along with what
little radio traffic Von Drachen’s Blue Corps generated. During the silence at
the table that followed Von Drachen’s remarks, the room was filled with
chatter, flicking of switches, the whining and scratching as signals were
adjusted.


“Von Drachen, have you anything actually
productive to say?” Von Sturm asked. “You’ve sent your entire staff god knows
where and instead of talking to them I’m subjected to more of you, so I ask
then, have you put any modicum of thought into how to proceed? Around this
table we’re trying to
plan a major offensive across the week. What about you?”


Von Drachen smiled. “As a matter of fact, I
have a suggestion to make! You see, I don’t believe in leaving things up to raw
data. It would be prudent to ask the men themselves what they believe they most
need at this pressing moment to carry out their objectives.”


He turned and tipped his hat toward a young
woman standing near the radios.


She was almost as tall as he was, quite tall
for a lady, but slender and graceful, with soft shoulders. She was possessed of
a saccharine demeanor, always smiling, very energetic. She had a small nose
and big green eyes and short brown hair. Fluffy purple pom poms
dangled from her earrings, which were surely not to regulation. Her name, if
Von Drachen remembered it correctly, was Helga – Chief
Signals Officer Helga Fruehauf. 


She smiled graciously, and flipped a few
pages on a clipboard when prompted to speak. Her voice was bubbly but her
pronunciations and pacing when speaking were very precise.


Von Sturm grunted. “Fruehauf, any trend in
the reports you’ve collected?”


Fruehauf stuck out her chest proudly.
“Over the course of the 300 radio comms that have thus far been processed,
we’ve heard an overwhelming amount of calls for artillery and air support
against targets along Matumaini and 3rd, the Umaiha riverside, and Penance
Road. Direct fire support from Assault Guns has been committed in only limited
amounts, and indirect fire support of any amount seems to be of pressing
concern to our COs.”


Von Sturm rolled his eyes, elbows against the
table, his fingers steepled under his chin.


“Oh great, indeed, I shall heed the sage
voices of our men as they quail and holler about bombing targets they’ve
already captured and killing again men they’ve beaten. This would have been
useful information to know hours ago, I guess!” He sarcastically replied.


Fruehauf bowed her head a little and
looked like a scolded child.


Von Drachen cleared his throat. “Well, you
did tell them not to bother you, hours ago.”


Von Sturm sighed. “That’s not my point you
blathering beak-nosed idiot!”


Von Drachen quirked his eyebrow and raised
his hand to his nose.


“Planning over those maps appears, in my
experience, to be solipsistic.” He replied. “It is my opinion our men would
move faster and more confidently if they knew a good gun or a plane could be
counted on. This is information that we know from having spoken to men who are
actively viewing the battlefield. I’m not promising that such things would have
a marked or visible impact, as it is not in my nature to promise things; but
clearly, it would be doing something in the here and now, and that seems more
prescient to me than the divination ritual you’ve got going with these
cartographers.”


Around the table several of Von Sturm’s staff
officers sneered at this characterization.


“They’ve got the assault guns! And we lost
our organic air support.” Von Sturm said, rubbing his own face. “So good luck
getting them a plane. I’ll release an extra platoon of assault guns, and I
promise you, Von Drachen, those of us who are actually working, and actually
thinking about this operation,” he eyed Fruehauf and Von Drachen pointedly for
emphasis, “those of us, we are focusing on how best to deploy our artillery for
its maximum effect. That is what the data you so derisively refer to has
been deployed toward, and that is one of the reasons for the maps you have
taken great pleasure in joking about.”


“Ah, I think it is my turn to say you’ve
missed my point!” Von Drachen said amicably. “You see, this is only an example,
and I believe there is a wider lesson you failed to–”


Von Sturm covered his face with his hands.
“Messiah’s sake, shut up Von Drachen!”


While the bickering ricocheted from one side
of the table to another, a young woman conspicuously stood from the radio
table, and crept shyly across the room toward Fruehauf, whispering something
into her ear. The Signals Chief, in turn, crept toward Von Sturm’s side of the
table, and waited uneasily for him to stop shouting and acknowledge her. With a
heavy sigh, and after about a minute of berating the room, he finally did call
to her.


“What is it now, Fruehauf? I thought I said
not to bother me with minor reports.”


“Sir, I’m sorry, but we are receiving erratic
reports from the South-Central sector.”


Von Drachen perked up from the stony,
anhedonic face he made through Von Sturm’s shouting. A strange grin stretched
ear to ear across his face. “Erratic how, my dear?”


Fruehauf continued to address Von Sturm as
though Von Drachen was not there. “Several units in Matumaini sent forward
platoons to link up the front along all the byways stretching from the main
street; those units fell out of contact, and we’re receiving many requests to
reestablish contact with them. Most of them have been in vain. We believe this
signals stiffening enemy resistance. Some units are even reporting tanks
counterattacking.”


“You could’ve just said the last line. No
need to be so dramatic.” Von Sturm replied. “Release the anti-tank gun platoons
from the regiments as quickly as possible and have them directly engage.
Ayvartan tanks are no match for an AT gun of any size.”


Fruehauf nodded. “I shall have my teams pass
along those orders.”


The Chief Signals Officer sat on the table by
her other girls, and communications were feverishly reestablished and passed
along. Von Drachen watched as for the first time, Von Sturm seemed to put away
his maps and develop an interest in news from the front.










25-AG-30 Matumaini 4th, 42nd Rifles Rear Echelon


 


As the enemy pushed into the 3rd Battalion
area, Corporal Chadgura, Gulab and the remainder of the 3rd Platoon were sent
farther back, almost out to Sese Street at the edge of the central district.
Nominally they were there to “refit” but it seemed that reinforcement was not
forthcoming. This “refitting” took place in the middle of a main road and in
two surrounding alleyways. Leaderless remnants of the 42nd Rifles’ 2nd
Battalion waited. 


Gulab stood with her back to a supply truck
on the edge of the road, and Chadgura stood out in the middle of the car
road and exchanged brief words with people going to the front. Everything
around Gulab was quiet, and she was shaken by the stillness.


In that moment of stark silence that followed
the chaos before, Gulab’s head felt like it housed a beating heart. Everything
hurt, from her flesh, to her own thoughts.


She cast glum eyes at the Corporal, who
herself cast a wan, empty look up the street.


Corporal Chadgura had saved her life;
were it not for her, Gulab would be lying in the intersection with many of her
comrades. And yet, the fact that Chadgura had nothing to say about that,
nothing on her face, no the tiniest glint of pity in her eyes when Gulab peered
into them – it unsettled her deeply. She wanted to know what would be made of
her for her failure. She needed a reprimand or a dismissal, to allow her to
carry on.


It seemed from Corporal Chadgura nothing was
forthcoming. 


There was painful silence.


Then there was a low rumbling and a labored
metal clipping noise.


Gulab snapped her head up, startled by the
sound of the tracks. Her head filled with images of the Nochtish assault guns
that had devastated the carefully-laid defenses on the intersection, and she
heard the cannons and smelled the smoke and iron. Her body shook.


Corporal Chadgura raised her hand and waved
to the north. Gulab exhaled ruefully.


A column of vehicles approached them. 


There were eight heavy infantry-carrier
half-tracks in black and red KVW colors from the Motorized Rifle Division.
Between them they carried a whole Company, 200 soldiers, 25 and a commander
crammed tight in each vehicle’s bed, with two vehicles to a platoon. It was a
handy contrivance, though the vehicles themselves were lightly armored and
barely armed with a light machine gun at the top, shooting over the driver’s
compartment. 


None of the vehicles had their tarps on, so
Gulab could see all the people inside the skeletal walls of their beds, all
wearing the same dour expression as Corporal Chadgura.


Behind them followed a tank, though Gulab had
never seen one it like before.


The Half-Tracks parked around the refitting
area, in alleys and around corners.


Black and red uniformed soldiers dropped out
of the half-tracks in organized ranks, carrying rifles of a different
pattern than Gulab was used to. They were not bundu rifles, because they had a
box magazine under them, and the wood had a black tint, and they were thicker,
shorter. The KVW troops deployed with precision toward the fighting.


Two platoons strode forward,
side-to-side in a rank that covered both streets, with one platoon following –
a triangle formation. One platoon was in reserve, and these men and women stood
silently along with the survivors of the 42nd Rifles’ 1st Battalion.


Meanwhile the Tank drove to the middle of the
refit area and waited, cutting its engine.


A man clad in red and gold approached
Corporal Chadgura and he saluted her.


She saluted back. 


His sharp and prominent facial features, a strong
nose, thick lips, a heavy brow, and narrowed eyes, conveyed a grimmer
expression than seen on the other KVW soldiers, but Gulab surmised this was not
his own doing. Chadgura’s own dull expression in comparison was a product of
her softer features. When the man spoke tonelessly she knew him to be the same
as the Corporal; his voice was no more nor less emotive than hers in any way.


“Corporal Chadgura, Command has called for
the counterattack to begin.” He said.


“Yes sir. What role has been assigned to me?
I wish to participate in the battle.”


The KVW Lieutenant craned his head to
give the refitting area a brief look.


‘‘I’d say you have about a platoon’s worth of
good soldiers. Leave behind any who are wounded. They needn’t expose themselves
to further harm. I am putting the Ogre tank
at your disposal; lead it around the alleys and buildings in a surprise
attack against Matumaini 3rd.” He pressed a portable short-range radio into
Corporal Chadgura’s hands. “This will allow you to communicate with the tank.
The crew is fresh and will need your support.”


Corporal Chadgura saluted again. “Yes
Lieutenant. I have experience with this.”


“The Motherland counts on you comrade; may
you be guided to victory.”


Chadgura left the man’s side, and ambled
toward the 3rd Platoon in the alley. 


Gulab thought she was heading straight for
her. 


She had overheard all of the conversation and
had it clear as day – she was coming over to tell Gulab to round up the wounded
and leave. She herself had been hurt in the fighting, and Chadgura knew this.
From the moment the Corporal stepped into the alleyway however Gulab was
determined to fight. Her heart was racing, but she would not accept being
either dead weight or an afterthought left in the refitting area.


“Permission to speak, ma’am!” She shouted
immediately at the Corporal.


Corporal Chadgura blinked. “You don’t need
permission to talk to me.”


“Ma’am!” Gulab saluted stiffly and raised her
voice. “With all due respect, I understand that I have not acquitted myself to
the standards of excellence that are expected of a socialist comrade in this
most esteemed Territorial Army! I have been mildly injured and I have become
distracted! But I feel a terrible fury toward the imperialists, and I
understand now the stakes we face! I wish only to ask you for a second chance!
I wish to impress upon you in the strongest terms that I am a capable warrior
who will prove invaluable! In the mountains of the Kucha I hunted deadly
Rock Bears with the men of my tribe, and though at first I did not fully
understand nor respect my prey I came to learn its strength and defeated it,
and proved myself to my ancestors! I wish for you to give me the same second
chance that my Grandfather did, so I may amend my earlier mistakes! Thank you
for listening and considering me, Corporal! I hope my words speak true to you
Corporal!”


Her tone had risen almost to a shriek and
tears welled up in her eyes.


She delivered her filibuster, and saluted
again after a few seconds of utter silence.


Corporal Chadgura blinked again, twice. 


She rubbed her eyes a little. 


Everyone left in the 3rd Platoon was staring
silently at Gulab. Gulab began to shake a little, but held her stiff and
awkward salute. She avoided the Corporal’s blank gaze. 


Her story was a touch embellished.


“It was not my intention to dismiss you. I
apologize for upsetting you, Private Kajari. I should have been more open with
you; but I have a latent anxiety toward communication.”


Corporal Chadgura saluted. She raised her
voice. It sounded oddly hollow and forced, a poor attempt to be emphatic. “I
think of you as a valuable comrade, Private Kajari!”


Everyone else in the Platoon looked confused.
Now Gulab just felt like a bully.


“Thank you, ma’am.” Gulab muttered, bowing
her head low.


Corporal Chadgura clapped her hands once
as though she wanted to hear the sound.


“I have not forgotten that you are part of my
command cadre, Private Kajari. I’d like you to help me quickly form a platoon,
and to send the wounded on their way.” She said.


Gulab felt a pang of guilt. 


Of course; that was why Chadgura was
approaching her all along. 


Feeling ashamed of her insecurities and
embarrassed by the show she had put on in front of the Platoon, but putting it
all temporarily aside to perform her work, Gulab helped the Corporal gather
volunteers for the ad-hoc platoon. She rushed from person to person on one side
of the street, explaining briefly that they were following the tank to perform
a flanking attack, and as such they would not suffer the brunt of the enemy
fire now.


This characterization of the mission appealed
to several people, but many were still too shaken or wounded to participate.
Fifteen minutes later Gulab and Chadgura had gathered about
35 enthusiastic people in three squadrons around the tank.


“Congratulations, 3rd Ad-Hoc Assault Platoon.”
Chadgura said in a dreary voice.


She clapped her hands twice this time in
front of her face.


A KVW staff aide in a skirt uniform helped
pull a crate over to the new platoon. 


They deposited their bolt-action Bundu rifles, trading them
for submachine guns with drum magazines. For the squad leaders, the Corporal,
and Gulab, new rifles were procured, fitting the KVW’s odd new pattern. Much to
Gulab’s surprise, this new rifle was automatic. Corporal Chadgura explained the
action briefly – a switch on the side for automatic or trigger-pull fire, and
an option to press down to trigger the automatic fire immediately. She fired
off an entire 15-round magazine into an empty window nearby to demonstrate.


“This is a Nandi carbine. Be careful not
to waste ammunition. Fire in short bursts.”


Chadgura briefed the squad leaders
on more than just the new rifles – with a map of the Southern district
they quickly drew up the best way to sweep around the buildings. Gulab stood
with the Corporal as the squad leaders took amicable command of their troops. 


Once everyone was ready to move the Ogre
started its engine, and with Corporal Chadgura at the head the
assault platoon got on its way. Gulab marched alongside the Corporal, out of
the refit area and down the street, a kilometer behind the KVW’s push back into
the embattled Matumaini. They marched with two squadrons forward, the Tank and
the Command Cadre in the center, and a squadron trailing behind; another
triangle.


“Up ahead we will be making our first
detour.” Corporal Chadgura said. She raised her radio to her ear and called the
same command into it for the benefit of the tank crew.


First detour point was a long alleyway
between two small tenement buildings that would lead them west. Chadgura
ordered the tank ahead to start clearing the path. 


Slowly and brutally the Ogre forced its
way through, smashing a long wound on both walls at its sides with its armored
track guards and breaking through a separator at the end with its sheer weight
and strength. A simple push against the brick wall toppled it. 


Smashing into a broad courtyard, the tank
stopped, waiting for the rifle squadrons to catch up. Awed by the size and
power of this strange tank, the platoon hurried, all the while stealing glances
at the machine’s handiwork. From the courtyard, they would cross into a long
alley and push their way south. They were a few hundred meters from
the road.


Before they got going, the Corporal
extended a hand to Gulab, gently slipping her fingers between Gulab’s own and
guiding her toward the Ogre. She gestured toward it.


“We must climb aboard the tank, Private
Kajari. This is called riding tank desant.”


Gulab nodded nervously. Corporal Chadgura
helped boost her onto the track, and then she climbed on the back and knelt behind
the turret. The Corporal followed, easily climbing the tank, first pulling
herself up the tracks, then behind it, over the engine block. She stood
confidently, with one hand bracing herself on the turret and another on her
radio.


Gulab felt the vibrations of metal
transferring to her body, a constant stirring of her flesh from the tank’s
booming engine behind them and the wide, thick tracks beneath them. The Ogre
pushed ahead of the platoon again, tearing down another separator wall and
exposing the long alley between the tenement buildings along Matumaini’s
western street.


Warm streams of smoke periodically rose from
exhaust points on the back of the tank, and Gulab tried not to breathe it in.
The smoke was grayish-white and a little smelly but easy enough to avoid by
sticking to the center of the tank and hugging the turret. 


In the relative safety of the alleyways the
platoon and the tank frequently traded places in the lead, and Chadgura stood
more often than she probably would in battle. Gulab stayed on her knees,
peeking around the side of the tank frequently, practicing by aiming her new
rifle at things. She felt anxious and tense. Every building they passed was
quiet and desolate. 


Gulab had never been in a big city before. To
her, the alleyways were like a maze and even the broad intersection they had
fought to defend was akin to a cage. In her village houses were separated by
dozens of meters of green rising and falling around the dirt roads. She
lived on a low peak and yet she could see the whole mountain range from her
house. 


Comparatively Bada Aso felt flat and tight,
though it seemed to curve subtly, so the visible horizon was nearer than she
thought it should be. It did not need to fog to cloud her vision, for there
always seemed to be something in the way. And yet it felt even less alive than
the emptiness of the open mountain. Most of the people had gone. If
there was an innocent soul remaining in these tight, gloomy buildings and
streets, it had her pity.


That place of her youth was not this place.
Then again, she too, was not the same.


Other people might have noticed something in
Gulab’s eyes, but Corporal Chadgura did not. She was absorbed with her map, and
with her radio. She called in commands, pointed out walls which could be pulverized,
buildings which could be driven through. 


The Ogre smashed through a
tenement wall, ran over an entertainment room for the tenants that had been
stripped of its television but not the chairs; they smashed through a small
desolate infirmary where only educational posters about the stomach and lungs
remained to denote it as such; as though walking through sheets of paper the
tank smashed through wall after wall. Behind it, the infantry cast glances
about, as if in an alien land. 


When it finally came out the other end of the
rubble, the tank waited until the infantry overtook it and led the way through
a side-street, and into another alleyway. Distantly they heard guns and rifles
going off on Matumaini, and the booming of mortar shells, and the thundering of
hundreds of stamping feet. They neared their first combat objectives.


“Everybody keep your eyes peeled!” Chadgura
shouted, insofar as she even could. “We will soon turn and thrust into the
belly of the enemy force. I will be calling in targets for the tank. Space your
formation, and selectively target enemies threatening the tank.”


Riding atop the monster of a tank, Gulab
wondered what even could threaten it.


She felt utterly superfluous, and yet, still
endangered. What was her small strength, to the thundering blows of two
gigantic armies? She had seen it in the intersection, and she felt it now, in
these desolate concrete halls overseen by the gray, darkening sky. She felt she
had caught a glimpse of war’s true magnitude, and it unsettled her convictions
deeply.
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Machine guns roared from a clinic building at
the end of a small byway half a kilometer from Matumaini. On a
prominent balcony the gun, set on an anti-aircraft swivel, easily cast lead
across the streets, a steady stream covering the approaches to the building. 


Soon as the shooting began the landsers of
the assault platoon dispersed into nearby buildings, beating down doors for
access and setting themselves up on windows, trying to pick off the shooter
from safety. But the advantage of high ground against the flat buildings
surrounding it, and the thick concrete balustrade of the balcony, made
this little gun position a virtual stronghold at the end of the cul de sac. Its
shooting continued unabated.


Now the men in buildings could not leave
– they would be picked off at the doorways!


“We’ll sneak up on it.” Voss whispered to his
men. “We’ll go through the back, cross the street, and break into the clinic
from the alley. We’ll disable it from inside.”


“You don’t think they’ll have someone posted
there?” Kern asked.


“I’ll take my chances with riflemen on a
window. Better than big guns on a balcony.”


Kern had no rebuttal to that. He followed
Voss and his two original companions from the struggle on Matumaini, Hart and
Alfons, out the back of the building. They smashed one of the windows rounded
out the back to a tight space between the building and a brick fence,
running along the buildings and intended to cut the byway off from other
blocks. 


Kern and his new squadron crept along the
back of the building, and stopped at the furthest end still covered by the
building, standing out of sight at the edge of the street. They were aligned
with the clinic’s own little alley, and needed only to run out to it. There
were only about twenty or twenty-five meters of separation between their alley
and the clinic across the street, and the gun could easily angle on them while
they ran.


“I’ll go first. If the gun gets me, don’t try
it. Back off and call for help.” Voss said.


Hart and Alfons nodded their heads. Kern kept
quiet. 


The landsers parted as much as they could
between the walls and allowed Voss to the front. He knelt, and looked out
to the street and over to the balcony. Bursts of machine gun fire erupted
against targets out of sight. Kern saw Voss counting with his fingers. 


Moments later he found whatever cue he had
been waiting for, and without further hesitation Voss launched out of
cover, running as fast as his legs could carry him and his gear. He crossed the
distance in under fifteen seconds it seemed, and unnoticed he dashed into
the alley and waved emphatically for the rest of the squad to follow. Without
organization the three men waiting behind the building ran out across the
street as well. 


Kern got a good look at the balcony as he
ran.


He saw the fierce focus and determination
evident on the gunner’s face as he watched the opposite street, raining bullets
down on the byway and chewing up the nearby walls.


The squad squeezed behind the clinic without
incident.


Everyone laid up against the walls, catching
their breaths. There were no windows on this side of the ground floor. There
was no door either – it would’ve opened up to brick. It wouldn’t even have been
able to open up all the way! ”Where to now?” Kern asked.


Voss, breathing heavily, pointed his index
finger directly overhead.


“Climb on the brick fence, then to the second
floor.” He said, inhaling and exhaling.


“We’re not Gebirgs Voss, messiah’s
sake.” Alfons blurted out. Hart said nothing.


“You’ve got arms don’t you? Give me a boost.
I’ll get you up.” Voss replied calmly.


Hart and Alfons knelt and pushed Voss up by
the soles of his shoes, lifting him until he could grab the top of the brick
wall fencing off the byway. He pulled himself atop the smooth brown brick.
Voss looked over the wall in every direction briefly, and then gave an
all-clear – it was safe to stand on it without being spied on. Carefully he
raised himself to his full height on both legs, and he leaped from the brick
wall and grabbed hold of a window frame. He pulled himself up into the clinic
and leaned back out. 


Hart and Alfons nodded to Kern, and boosted
him up next. 


He climbed the fence, and with Voss’ help he
too made it to the window.


Inside, Kern drew his pistol. His rifle would
be too long and unwieldy to fight in the building interior. It was gloomy but
enough light came in from the gray sky that he could see the layout of the room
well. He was in a clinic office. There were posters hung up on the wall, of
children’s anatomy, their teeth, their hair; a basket of food in another poster
perhaps suggested a healthy diet. Didn’t the Ayvartans ration? 


Kern was struck by how peaceful and ordinary
this scene was. 


Places the enemy called home; and yet
communism or not, couldn’t this have been a scene in the fatherland? Though
everything was written in the Ayvartans’ script, illegible to him, he felt
familiar to this vacated place. There was a small set of weighing scales,
old wrapped hard candies overturned from a basket, and a colorful height chart,
adorned with a cartoon giraffe, topping out at 140 centimeters. This was a
small neighborly clinic for young children. The young landser felt tears almost
rising to his eyes.


Why did this place have to be a battlefield?
What was he even doing here?


Hart and Alfons climbed inside, and everyone
silently grouped together.


They organized themselves by the door to
the office, with Kern and Voss on the left side, and Hart and Alfons a few
steps back front of the door. They opened the door – Kern and Voss raised
their pistols to cover the right and Hart and Alfons looked to the left. 


A hallway leading from the door ended dead on
their left and stretched right. There was a door opposite theirs. Voss stacked
up on it, and Hart and Alfons opened it, but there was no one inside – just
another empty clinic office with a window. They pushed on. 


Kern followed the squadron as they crept
across the featureless hallway, following it past a long staircase leading to
the bottom floor, and to the door at the other end. There were no other doors
along the hall on either side except for that one.


As they approached Kern heard the blaring of
the machine gun from the other side of the door. Everyone readied themselves to
breach while the enemy was still unaware.


Voss counted to three with his fingers, then
they kicked open the door.


Inside was a larger room than the office they
climbed into. 


There was no immediate resistance, and in
their rush the men saw nobody along the desk or near the walls, nobody
standing, and all their eyes turned to the balcony instead. 


Voss, Hart and Alfons rushed to the curtains
and opened fire, emptying their ten-round magazines on automatic mode through
the cloth and riddling the silhouettes of the gunner and loader before they
could launch a bullet more down on their platoon in the street. 


Kern caught up and threw the curtains open –
they found a man, slumped dead over a box of ammunition belts, and a woman
collapsed over the gun itself. Both quite dead.


Everyone stood still, breathing heavily,
their pistols raised on stiff arms.


Slowly they put down their weapons. “They had
support at all.” Voss said.


Kern looked over the room again. 


Here the cartoon giraffe was replaced by a
taller caricature, a dragon along the wall, and the scales were larger. It
seemed a more professional office, a bit less homey and innocent. Perhaps for
older children and teenagers, and young adults. 


Then Kern found a trail of blood along the
floor, as though of a body dragged. 


He raised his hand to alert the others, and
slowly walked around the side of the large wooden desk, pistol in hand. He
found life, faint as it was. 


Two people had been laid behind the desk. One
was a girl, looking very little past her teens, a thick cloth patched over her
uniform on her shoulder, sticky and black with spilled blood. Her brown skin
was turning a sickly pale, and she was tossing in restless sleep or
unconsciousness. Another was a black-skinned older man, with thick, long hair
on his head and heavy wrinkling around his eyes, but perfectly shaven cheeks
and chin.


He was awake. 


He looked at Kern with eyes pleading for
mercy. His leg and stomach had heavy, wet cloths set on them, and he breathed
heavily, but did not speak. He had lost a lot of blood.


Kern lowered his pistol, but he was
immediately anxious. 


He stared, not knowing what to say or to do. 


Voss hurried to his side, and then stood in
place as well, transfixed by the wounded communists, laying so vulnerable
behind the desk. They had no weapons on them, and no capability to fight
anyway. Kern didn’t even know if they could survive their wounds.


“Let’s just leave them.” Voss said, patting
Kern strongly on the shoulder. He started trying to pull the stricken boy away.
“Let’s leave them here to whatever their fate, alright? We disabled the gun,
someone else can take care of this more properly than we can.”


Hart and Alfons nodded from across the room. 


They did not seem eager to draw near the
desk.


“Go out and signal the men that it’s clear.”
Voss ordered. “And Kern, let’s go.”


He shook Kern more roughly, and the young
landser drew slowly back from the wounded communists, until they were hidden
from him again by the desk. How old could that girl have been? And how old was
he, was he old enough to be in the midst of this? As he pulled away Hart and
Alfons walked out to the balcony, shouting loudly in Nochtish, and when they
found it safe to do so they also waved and jumped and tried to catch the
attention of the men huddling in the buildings and alleys across from the
clinic. 


Klar, klar! they shouted, and men shouted back.


Voss tried to guide him back to hallway, but
Kern was fixated on the desk.


“Come on, come on Kern; don’t get
jelly-brained on me now, boy.”


It was shaking.


Kern saw strewn objects atop the desk, a pen,
a little candy pot, shaking.


He pried himself loose from Voss’ grip and
pushed him back. “Hart, Alfons, get back!”


Beside the clinic there was a rumbling and a
series of thudding noises as bricks well. 


Something had gone through the wall. 


Rifles cracked from both sides of the street.



Noise; a deep, gaseous sound for a split
second followed by a long rolling thoom. 


Alfons and Hart fell back from the balcony in
a panic, and Kern dropped to the ground with surprise. Voss rushed boldly to
the edge of the balcony, kneeling and with his back to the wall. Through the
balustrade on the balcony the squadron watched as the building across the
street, diagonal from the clinic, burst suddenly and violently open.


A high-explosive shell flew through a window
and exploded in the interior, casting a wave of debris and smoke from
the windows, blowing the door from the inside out, tearing through the wall
like paper and toppling men standing on the street nearby. Following the
blast a torrent of bullets perforated the walls and showered the streets. Half
the building collapsed, the roof crushing the porous wall, and burying
whoever remained inside.


A massive tank cleared the clinic’s alleyway
and became visible from the balcony.


Following in its wake was a platoon full of
muted green uniforms.


“Scheiße!” Voss cursed in a
horrified whisper. Kern was mute from the sight.


“Hart, you’ve a panzerwurfmine, right?” Alfons
asked, tugging on Hart’s satchel.


Speechless, Hart opened his pack, and
withdrew the bomb, his hands shaking violently. The grenade had a round head
affixed to a thin body with folding canvas fins. Kern had no idea how such a
thing could even be operated, or what it would do to such a large tank.


“No, put that thing back!” Voss shouted. “No
heroics. We’re leaving now.”


“Leaving where?” Alfons shouted back. “We’re
surrounded! We have to fight!”


“We’ll go through the window in the office,
jump the brick fence, land on the other side, and hoof it back to Matumaini. We
can’t stay here! They’ll storm the building soon!”


Kern glanced over to the desk. Would the
communists find their own wounded there?


“Let’s go.” Voss ordered. He stood first and
quickly led the way out. 


Kern followed unsteadily, his steps swaying
as though he were in the middle of an earthquake, feeling his blood thrashing
through his veins, his heart and lungs ragged from the effort to keep him
standing. Hart and Alfon followed roughly pushing and patting and shoving Kern
forward all the way to the office. Voss waved for a man to step out. 


He practically shoved Hart and Alfons out the
window. It was a five or six meter drop, not exactly pleasant. Kern leaped, and
cleared the wall, and he hit his knees and elbows on the other side, rolling
down a slight concrete decline behind an old house.


Voss dropped in last, and urged everyone to
move, waving his hands down the alley.


Behind the wall they heard the tank gun
blaring, and the crushing of concrete and wood.


“Wait!” Kern shouted. He couldn’t get the
wounded communists out of his mind. 


Back on the clinic balcony those
machine gunners were taking care of their downed comrades as best as they
could. And in turn, running away from the byway like this did not feel right.
He was abandoning his own companions. They would be left there, forgotten, if
nobody tried to fight for them. “We need to call this in. I’ve got a radio.” He
withdrew it and showed it to Voss. This was the least he could do for the
men dying back there.


Hart, Alfons and Voss stared at him a moment
before conceding. 


They huddled underneath the awning of a
little house nearby, and away from windows. 


Everyone was anxious, but they kept quiet as
they set up for the call. 


Kern pulled up the antennae on his radio and
adjusted the frequency according to Voss’s officer booklet with the operation’s
active channels. They quickly found the one.


He flicked the switch, and with a trembling
in his voice, declared, “This is private Kern Beckert, 6th Grenadier 2nd
Battalion. A massive tank is wiping us out!” He gulped and tried to control the
shaking in his jaw. “Repeat, we are being overwhelmed by an Ayvartan tank. It
is huge! It is nothing like those in the drawings. We need help. I repeat, 6th
Division 2nd Battalion, we’re in a byway deep in Matumaini and a tank is
driving us back!”










25-AG-30 Matumaini 3rd, Ad-Hoc Assault Platoon


 


They heard the fighting across the wall and
prepared to burst through and rescue everyone. But they had been too late. Only
moments before the Ogre tank smashed into the
byway, the machine gun had gone silent, never to fire again. 


The Ogre’s fury more than made up for the
loss.


Its cannon roared, and a squadron of Nochtish
troops was cooked inside a small house and the machine gunners avenged. Armed
with two machine guns, one coaxial to the main gun and another fixed on the
front, the Ogre unleashed a stream of inaccurate fire as it trundled forward
that nonetheless sent the imperialists running and ducking.


Gulab marveled at the sheer brutal power of
the machine. 


There was no comparing this to a Goblin tank.
It seemed that nothing on Aer could stop the beast from its indefatigable march.
Soon as the tank was in the byway proper, the platoon following it rushed
forward, submachine guns screaming for the enemy’s blood. Gulab readied her
new Nandi carbine,
turning the switch to select fire, and girded her loins to meet
the fighting head-on. She had to contribute this
time. She had to.


“Concentrate your fire on guarding us and the
tank.” Chadgura told her.


Even following that directive, there was no
shortage of targets. 


There was a large platoon, perhaps two, of
the enemy’s soldiers in the byway, caught unawares. At the sight of the tank a
few men lost their nerve and ran, but on the road they ran through more
gunfire than open air, the trails of bullets flying past them a hundred a
second it seemed, and they were shredded moments into their escape. Most
of the men stuck to cover and tried to fight back, but the volume of fire was
too heavy, and they spent the engagement with their shoulders to whatever rock
could hide them from bullets. 


Ayvartan Raksha submachine guns
showered the enemy’s improsived positions with frequent bursts of fire, and the
twin machine guns on the Ogre seemed bottomless,
stopping only briefly to allow barrels to cool. To avoid friendly fire the platoon
kept to the sides of the tank, and in this way the torrent of
lead methodically expanded from the breach beside the clinic, conserving
the tank’s powerful 76mm explosive shells.


“Clear the alleyways!” Chadgura shouted from
atop the tank. Her voice, raised so loud, sounded strangely powerful to Gulab.
“They may try to ambush the tank!”


Clinking noises followed in rapid
succession; bullets struck the top corner of the Ogre’s turret to match
the end of Chadgura’s sentence, harmlessly bouncing off the steel a few
centimeters from the Corporal. Had the Spirits, or Ancestors, or the Light,
whichever, not been guarding her she would have been perforated through the
shoulder and neck.


Breathlessly Gulab raised herself to her
knees, braced her gun atop the tank’s turret and quickly zeroed in on a second
floor window fifty meters or so away and to their upper right, where she saw a
man with a long rifle, feeding in a clip and working the bolt. 


He had a good diagonal angle on them, enough
to hit the back of the tank over its turret. 


Eyes strained and unblinking, Gulab held
her breath and rapped the trigger with her finger, feeling each kick of
the Nandi carbine on
her shoulder as five consecutive bullets cut the distance and smeared the man’s
face and neck into the air and the window frame. 


His body slumped, and his rifle slid from his
fingers down the roof.


“Good shot, Private Kajari. Thank you.”
Corporal Chadgura replied.


She put down her radio, and clapped her hands
three times in front of her face.


Gulab nodded her head, and inhaled for what
seemed like the first time in minutes.


Corporal Chadgura seemed to require no
earthly resource to continue. Despite a brush with death and having forced her
voice throughout the attack, the woman tirelessly issued orders without
slowing down. She called again for the platoon to charge, and through her radio
she ordered the tank to give them the opportunity. The Ogre’s machine guns
quieted, and it hung back, creeping forward at a snail’s pace while the
infantry took the lead.


“Squads split into two, chargers to rush
enemy positions and shooters to stay back and keep them pinned. Fire on the
enemy’s cover and punish any centimeter of flesh they expose! Rush at the
enemy from the sides and drag them to melee!” Chadgura shouted. 


Had her voice held any affect, Gulab would
have thought these orders bloodthirsty. From the Corporal they likely came
solely from proper training and cold rationale.


Her words had an immediate effect. Squadrons
rearranged themselves mid-battle and grew efficient. Whereas before it was a
wall of fire flying from hips and shoulders without regard, now men and women
reloaded with a purpose, and marched in a deadly formation.


With a battle cry the platoon fearlessly
charged the enemy’s positions. 


They had the offensive initiative, and their
enemy was helpless before the onslaught. There was almost no retaliatory fire,
and what little was presented the platoon seemed to run past, as though the
bullets would fly harmlessly through them. With their submachine guns,
short-barreled and compact, easy to wield in tight quarters and able to fire
numerous rounds in a quick, controlled fashion, the Ayvartans had the edge in
this street fight. 


Leading elements of each squadron overran
enemy cover and drew them out. Shooters trailing behind fired short,
well-aimed bursts around their comrades. Sheer frequency and volume of fire
kept the Nochtmen pinned down and unable to move or retaliate, rendering them
vulnerable to being flanked. Comrades hooked easily around trees and trash cans
and porch staircases being used for cover, and with impunity they entered
buildings through side windows or even front doors, and they jumped into
alleyways, guns blazing, catching the enemy with their backs to cover and
unable to respond. Soon there seemed to be a dead man sitting behind every hard
surface, his rifle hugged stiffly to his chest.


Inside a few buildings Gulab saw bayonets
flashing and comrades exiting triumphant. 


One after another they cleared the alleys and
emptied the buildings. 


The Ogre advanced out of the byway toward the
main street, having fired only a single shell the whole way. Light wounds were
all the Ayvartans incurred through the byway. It was astonishing. Gulab
had received training in firing her weapon and very basic tactics – cover,
throwing grenades, calling for help on the radio, jumping over and around
obstacles.


Chadgura however had led them to victory
against an enemy. Gulab was sure of this.


Then behind the Ogre tank, Gulab heard
someone knocking on the metal. 


She shook the Corporal’s shoulder, and they
turned around together.


Following alongside the tank, a young man had
been trying to get their attention. 


“Yes, Private? Have your comrades found
something?”


The Private saluted. “Ma’am! We found two
comrades wounded in that clinic.”


“How badly?” Corporal Chadgura asked. She
clapped her hands together.


“They have been bleeding for some time it
seems. Very pale.” He replied.


Gulab covered her mouth with anxiety, but
Chadgura did not hesitate for a moment.


“I’m not sure how swiftly we can bring
medical attention to them. Ordering common troops to haul them around
roughly could be the death of them – leave a radio operator with them and call
for medical. Have them follow our trail through the alleys.”


The Private nodded his head and ran
back to the clinic along with a radio operator.


Gulab uttered a little prayer for the wounded
on her side, lying in their own cold blood.


At least comrades had found them now,
whether still alive or in the endless sleep.


Having dispatched resistance on the byway,
the 3rd Platoon pushed forward.


Their prize was ahead. 


The Corporal invited Gulab to look through
her binoculars, and she spotted columns of soldiers moving down the main
street. Regrettably they would not have the element of surprise on the
thoroughfare – there were no more walls to burst, and in the distance Gulab saw
the Nochtish soldiers pointing down the byway, and running for the cover found
on either side of the road. They had a fight on their hands. Gulab handed the
binoculars back, and loaded a fresh magazine. She was amazed at how simple it
was, to simply push a box under her carbine and pull the bolt. She had hurt her
thumb before trying to load a Bundu!


“Platoon, stack behind the tank! Use it as
moving cover!” Chadgura shouted.


A hundred meters ahead at the end of
the byway Nochtish soldiers barred their passage, hurriedly
pushing two metal carriages into position on each street corner. Small
tow-able anti-tank guns, aiming for the Ogre. Each had six men to it, huddling
behind the gun shields.


Chadgura called the tank crew. “Shift turret
thirty degrees right and fire!”


Gulab covered her ears and the Ogre
retaliated. 


While its machine guns renewed their
relentless tide of iron, battering the metal shields in front of the AT guns,
the Ogre’s main 76mm gun was reloaded and brought to bear after its long quiet
within the byway. There was marvelous power behind it. Gulab felt her heart and
stomach stir, while a puff of smoke and the vibrations of the recoil forces on the
metal announced the shot. An explosive shell hurtled toward the enemy like a
red dart. In an instant the shell completely overflew the enemy gun crew
and exploded over six meters behind them in the middle of the street, throwing
back a smattering of infantry.


“Reload with High-Explosive, adjust aim and
fire again.” Chadgura ordered.


Bracing for the enemy’s attack, Gulab hid
behind the tank’s projecting counterweight.


Given an opportunity, the enemy
anti-tank guns unleashed their own firepower, each launching their 37mm
armor-piercing shells through their long, thin barrels. Launched at an angle
against the sides, they stood a better chance of penetrating ordinary armor in
a weak spot, and entering the tank. Ayvartan shells tended to detonate after that;
but the Nochtish guns usually fired solid projectiles that fragmented wildly
inside the turret instead.


But where the Ogre roared the enemy guns
merely whined. 


Both 37mm shells plunged directly into the
thick sides of the tank’s front hull and ricocheted, spinning back
into the air without even leaving a dent. Then the shells came to lie
uselessly by the side of the road. It was an incredible sight. Gulab did not
even know that shells could respond in such a way. No penetration, no damage at
all. Thrown aside.


Whether the Nochtish troops fought in
disbelief of the failure of their shots, or whether they were even paying
attention as they hurried to defend against the tank, Gulab did not know. But
the AT guns continued to open fire as fast as their crew could reload. 


Shell after shell pounded the front of the
Ogre. Fighting back, the lumbering giant traded a few of its own shots back,
one exploding a few meters behind the battle line formed between the two guns
and rattling the enemy crews, and a second moments later blowing up almost
directly in front of the rightmost gun, and blinding it with dust and smoke. 


Staunchly opposing the Ayvartan advance a
dozen shells in a row flew across the byway and slammed against the Ogre’s face
without avail, striking the front tread guards, bouncing entirely off the
slight slope on the front and sides, and flying in random directions.


A lucky shell struck the turret on its far
side and shattered. Gulab felt metal dust and fragments graze her as they
scattered across the surface, but then the Ogre’s gun fired, as if to say it
was but a flesh wound. Gulab heard metal tearing and saw the rightmost enemy
gun consumed by smoke and fire. Brutally the Ogre’s shell burst through the
gun’s shield and exploded right on the crew, setting ablaze their ammunition
and shredding the men.


Broken by the sight, the remaining enemy
crew fled north, leaving behind their gun.


Speeding up, the Ogre overcame the battle
line, running over the discarded AT gun. Gulab clung on to the turret as the
tank’s left track rose momentarily, rolling against the enemy gun’s ballistic
shield, and then crunching the gun under it into a flattened wreck.


“Private Kajari, keep your head down.”
Chadgura said.


The Platoon had broken through to the middle
of Matumaini and 3rd. 


To the south they could see the intersection
again, from where they had fled earlier.


Up north the Nochtish troops charged into
pitched battle with the KVW. 


Gulab saw the black and red uniforms in the
distance, and from her vantage they seemed to stand in a line straddling the
dark gray border made up of the Nochtish men. There were columns in either
direction now, and the Ogre was holding them both up – the assaulting troops
could not retreat into the Ogre and give space to the KVW push, and the
reinforcements from the intersection would have to challenge the Ogre to move
through.


That challenge was immediate. 


From the south twelve men pushed two more
anti-tank guns, their crews ignorant to the fate of the previous pair, and set
them down 200 meters away down the southern end of the street, in a street
corner partially obscured by rubble. Protecting them were three more men
with a Norgler machine
gun, who opened fire the moment the guns were set down. From the north, an
assault gun firing into the KVW line began to pull back, turning into a street
corner so it could double back to face the incoming tank. It approached from
over 500 meters away and adjusted its gun, readying to stop and open fire at
any moment.


“Platoon, take up positions on the
right side of the road and pin down those anti-tank guns!” Chadgura
shouted out. Then she raised her radio to her mouth and gave orders to the
crew. “Load AP and turn the gun north. Keep the tank perpendicular to the
road.”


They were going to engage the assault gun,
and keep their sides to the enemy.


“Corporal, ma’am, are you sure about this?”
Gulab asked.


Chadgura nodded. “Yes, I am sure of my
decision. The sides will hold. Follow me.”


They leaped down off the back of the tank,
and hid behind the hull rather than atop it.


Nocht afforded them no time to establish
themselves any better. 


It seemed as soon as their feet touched
ground again that an onslaught of fire consumed both sides of the tank. Shots
from the anti-tank guns pounded the right side of the Ogre, while a
blast from the assault gun slammed the left side of the turret as it
turned around. 


Gulab and Chadgura ducked behind the tank,
nearly thrown to the ground – the assault gun’s 75mm HE shell scattered a cloud
of fragments and heat. The Ogre rocked on its left, partially covered in
residual smoke. One of its own shells flew out from beneath the cloud and
smashed into the front of the enemy assault gun. The Armor-Piercing
High-Explosive shell detonated on the assault gun’s face, and caused it to rock
violently, but did not kill it.


On the street the platoon’s three squadrons
took to the standing buildings, and to the rubble of recent battles, and
exchanged fire with the Norgler still over 150 meters
away. From
this distance they could not threaten the anti-tank guns with their submachine
guns. Streams of automatic fire from the Ayvartan side of the street slammed on
the gun shields. Gunfire flew inaccurately around the Norgler machine gunner
and his team, who retaliated with greater precision, firing accurate bursts of
automatic fire that pinned comrades behind rocks and fire hydrants and inside
blown-out doorways and windows.


Though there was only one Norgler and
eight bolt action rifles to over twenty submachine guns, the chopping
sound of the gun intimidated the Ayvartans still, and its range, accuracy and
position in cover made it more than a match for them. All the while the
infantry dueled, the AT guns continued to fire on the Ogre’s exposed flank as
though nothing were targeting them, but always to little avail. From the clouds
of smoke rolling over the heavy tank, several small shells flew out
constantly, deflected by the heavy armor.


Cutting the distance, the assault gun moved
forward at full speed, stopped, adjusted, and opened fire again, slamming the
Ogre’s track guard with an explosive shell. Fire and smoke blew again, and
Gulab coughed, and buried her face against her knees. 


She felt as though in the middle of an
earthquake. 


The Ogre punched back, planting a shell right
into the face of the assault gun, and again causing the enemy vehicle to rock
and jump. No penetration was achieved. 


Armor was thickest in front.


In the midst of this fury Gulab felt
terrified for her life. She covered her head and she nearly cried. “Corporal!”
She shouted. “This is not working, we need to pull back! We can fight from the
cover of the byway! We’re too exposed, you’re being reckless!”


“I apologize for not considering your
feelings. But I will not consider your feelings.” Chadgura replied. She radioed
the tank crew. “Keep firing AP on the glacis plate.”


Again the immobile Ogre spat a shell
north-bound, hitting the assault gun and giving it pause. Southbound came a
retaliatory shell, smashing the top of the rearmost track-guard. 


In a split second Gulab threw herself on
Corporal Chadgura and pressed her down flat. 


Waves of pressure and heat washed over the
top of the Ogre tank, and Gulab felt the fury of the explosive shell for a
split second. It was as though she were trapped in the middle of a burning
building, surrounded in a cage of fire, unable to breathe, unable to escape
that building sensation over her skin. Heat and smoke and pressure would have
crushed their heads had they stood a meter higher than they were. 


Smoke rolled over the tank, and the heat
dispersed. 


On the ground Gulab felt Chadgura’s heart
beating. Somehow they were alive.


Gulab stared into Chadgura’s eyes. 


They were not blank – the depth of color was
different than a normal person’s, so that they looked dull, but there was a
tiny, glowing ring around the iris that was intense and beautiful. Her Corporal
was flustered. She was emotional. Gulab felt her officer’s heart pounding, her
lungs working raw. She was agitated. Perhaps not afraid, not like Gulab, but
alive. It was strange, to see another person’s humanity so bared before her and
to see, specifically, the humanity of her professional, toneless, bleak-voiced
officer.


“Thank you. I am not unhappy to be in this
position, Private Kajari.” Corporal Chadgura replied, her voice unshaken, dull
as ever. “But we should perhaps move away.”


Gulab breathed in. “That’s what I’ve been
trying to tell you!” She shouted.


She heard the sound of a second set of tracks
growing closer to them.


The Nochtish assault gun stopped within
seventy-five meters to shoot again.


Gulab had no time to brace herself for
another shell.


She was spared – the assault gun was
interdicted. Behind them the earth rumbled again as the Ogre launched another
shell at its adversary, scoring a solid hit on the front plate. There was an
explosion, and the shell a few centimeters into the armor and warped the hull
around it, scoring a deep a dent into the metal just under the driver’s
viewing slit. It looked as though a massive fist had punched the front of the
vehicle out of shape. 


This wound stopped the assault gun in its
tracks. 


Seventy-five meters away the machine stopped,
its engine stirring gently.


“What happened?” Gulab asked, helping herself
to stand via the Ogre’s tracks. She had thought despite the damage the tank was
not penetrated and would try to shoot again, but it never did. It was like a
corpse whose heart still somehow beat despite its wounds.


“Spalling.” Chadgura said. ”Enough
continuous damage done to the armor will warp the metal and cause screws and
rivets and other small parts to burst under pressure. Inside the enclosure of a
tank, they ricochet like bullets. The crew is probably dead.”


That answered why Chadgura had ordered the
tank to continue shooting.


“There’s more than one way to kill a tank
then.” Gulab mused, a bit in awe.


“Inside that hull there are people, and
people are always vulnerable.”


Chadgura knocked her fist against the tank,
and called on the radio. “Apologies for the momentary silence. Our
lives were in temporary danger. Please turn the turret south.”


To the south fire was still being
sporadically exchanged between the Platoon infantry and the Nochtish defenders,
without much movement on either end


That was about to quickly change. 


Following Chadgura’s direction the Ogre fired
on the enemy’s Norgler team, and the shell punched through
the rubble and exploded directly in the midst of the enemy troops. At once the Norgler and the four men around it seemed to
become gaseous, and the anti-tank crews desperately pulled back their guns,
trying to move them back along the street. 


They could not outrun the Ogre’s turret and
shells carrying their equipment. One shell landed easily behind the men of one
of the guns and sent them falling, battered from the explosion. The Ogre
reloaded, the turret ponderously lined up with the second gun. Finding
themselves so directly targeted the men abandoned their gun entirely. 


Hands up, screaming, they ran from the scene.



The Ogre held its next shell in the breech,
and instead sprayed in their direction with its coaxial machine gun. One
by one the six men in the crew toppled over in the distance.


Within these brutal, seemingly endless
minutes the way south to the intersection was reopened. Throwing up their
fists and crying with elation, the 3rd Ad-Hoc Platoon left their hiding places
and reorganized around the tank, cheering and petting it like a good dog.


“You all did wonderfully.” Chadgura called
out. She glanced briefly at Gulab.


Gulab averted her eyes nervously. 


She glanced over the fighting on road to
the north, and spotted a curtain of smoke expanding over the streets. Gunfire
erupted from high windows and rooftops against the road; mortar rounds hit the
street and thickened the cloud, the smoke rising up and obscuring the shooters
on the high ground. Gulab alerted Chadgura to these events. 


Moments later, Gulab spotted two dozen
red and black uniforms creeping out of the smoke. Two squadrons of KVW infantry
escaped the fighting in the upper street and rushed to their side, catching
their breaths in the shadow of the Ogre tank.


Chadgura saluted them, and they bowed their
heads back to her deferentially. It appeared there were not any higher-ranking
officers among them.


“I hope more of you won’t risk their lives to
reinforce me this way.” Chadgura said.


A young woman with a blank expression stepped
forward out of the group and spoke.


“It is no problem, Corporal. We crept easily
through our smoke. Nochtish resistance along the northern block has been
confined to a few buildings, and those will soon fall. We’ve been ordered to
support you in an attack on the intersection at the edge of Matumaini and
3rd. An additional heavy tank and supporting infantry will attack from the
diagonal connecting road in the west, and a third heavy tank will attack from
Goa Street in the east.”


Chadgura nodded and clapped her hands. 


“Understood. Pvt. Kajari, back on the tank.”


Gulab nodded, and eyeing the KVW troops
quizzically, she climbed back on top of the tank. Everyone assembled, and began
to march south, to retake the intersection they had all run from just hours ago.
But this time, she felt it would be quite different.










25-AG-30 1st Vorkämpfer Rear Echelon


 


Von Sturm was furious; everything was
spiraling out of his control.


Fruehauf and her girls struggled to keep up
with the volume of radio traffic. 


On Penance road the advance had failed to
crack the Cathedral and was thrown back; on the Umaiha riverside a company of
enemy infantry with unknown vehicle support had pushed the Cisseans back,
forming an odd bulge in the lines; and Matumaini was turning into an unmitigated
disaster. The Infantry Regiment that the 6th Grenadiers sent forward was being
crushed to bits piecemeal. Recon trips into small byways had become suicide
missions as platoons and companies were crushed by tanks driving in from
nowhere.


There was little hard intelligence on what
was transpiring past the intersection on Matumaini. At first Von Sturm had
given reasonable, by-the-book orders. But nothing seemed to stick, in-combat
communication was erratic, and after-action reports were scarce. 


Every gun battle his troops seemed to get
into was an annihilating event that nobody seemed able to speak of. Worst of
all, countermeasures were growing ineffective. Attempts by anti-tank platoons
to stifle the enemy had been brutally repulsed. Air support was not
forthcoming. Their armor was supposed to be preparing to assault the Kalu, but
the mustering was broken up now because Panzer elements had to be
reorganized and rushed into the city. Already Von Sturm had lost
an assault gun platoon and a dozen anti-tank guns. 


It was sheer, maddening chaos.


Fruehauf bounced back and forth between her
radios and the horrified staff along the planning table. At first she had tried
to smile but that facade wore thin. Now each trip seemed to unhinge Von
Sturm further. Soon he devolved into outright rabid shouting.


“SHELLS. DO NOT. BOUNCE OFF!” Von Sturm
shouted at Fruehauf accentuating each bit of sentence, wringing his hands
in the air as though he meant to strangle her.


“I know it is strange General!” Fruehauf
said, shielding herself with her clipboard. She looked on the verge of tears
from all the tension and the shouting and the anxiety in the room. She
continued, nearly pleading, visibly shaking in front of the General. “But
those are the reports we’re receiving! Our anti-tank guns can’t penetrate these
tanks!”


“That is impossible!” Von Sturm shouted,
approaching her dangerously. “Impossible! They have nothing that can withstand
an anti-tank gun. Their tanks even get shredded by fucking Panzerbuchse rifles!
You get on that radio right now and tell these cretins–”


Before he could seize Fruehauf as he seemed
to be preparing to do, Von Drachen stepped nonchalantly between them, and
looked down at the shorter Von Sturm.


“It’s important we retain the vestige of
civilization that we claim to represent.” He said.


Von Sturm grit his teeth and wrung his hands
in an even more violent fashion.


Von Drachen looked over his shoulder at
Fruehauf. “We should probably alert the supply convoy towing the LeFH guns that their position may become
compromised.”


“You don’t give those orders! I do!” Von
Sturm shouted. He prodded Von Drachen in the chest, and stared around him at
Fruehauf like he was a pillar of rock in his way. “Fruehauf, order the
howitzers to rush out, set up, and vaporize the communists!”


Fruehauf nodded fervently, and rushed back to
the radios, taking any chance to retreat.


Von Drachen said nothing – he did not even
look back at Von Sturm to challenge his gaze. He merely marveled silently at
how quickly the sarcasm and aloofness of his superior general broke down into
childish violence when the burden of leadership presented itself. 


Von Drachen was nowhere near as worried as
Von Sturm about his own Blue Corps. 


Perhaps because he had altogether different
goals for this operation than Von Sturm.


“Aren’t the howitzers being deployed to the
intersection?” Von Drachen asked.


“Look at the map, why don’t you?” Von Sturm
sarcastically replied.


“That sounds like a disaster waiting to
happen, my good man.” Von Drachen added.


Von Sturm threw his hands in the air, and
walked back to his table. “I’m coming to regret bringing you here, Von Drachen!
Perhaps you really ought to have stayed in your dust speck of a country if you
are going to question every order your superior is giving!”


“Oh, but I don’t really question your
orders.” Von Drachen said, crossing his arms and looking puzzled. “You see,
from my perspective, and functionally speaking, I always end up following your orders. It just takes a little
effort to get me to fully agree with them.”


Von Sturm slapped his hands over his face,
and buried his head in his arms at the table.










25-AG-30 V-Squad Retreat, Matumaini 3rd


 


Nocht’s assault on Bada Aso had been
conducted in three concentrated lanes from east to west each advancing from
south to north, led by the 1era Infanteria, 6th Grenadiers and 2da Infanteria.
Originally the idea was that these three concentrations of forces could cover
each other via artillery and fast-moving units, and would have room to spread
out from their lanes at their leisure. Advancing as unified fists, their
independent units could always fall back on organized strong points behind
them if an expansion mission went awry.


The Battle of Bada Aso would thus start on
Penance, Matumaini and Umaiha Riverside where the landsers would secure
territory from which to advance confidently into the true heart of the city.
From the South; to the city center and the seaside; and finally north. However
the state of infrastructure after the bombing had not been accounted for, and this
and many other factors now imperiled the original plan and necessitated
corrections.


Heavy collapses shut off whole streets from
motor and even armor units. Connections between the three lanes were more
limited than originally envisioned. There was trouble getting heavy weapons and
armor into position at all, let alone on time for the scheduled offenses.
Retreat and reinforcement could only be carried out over specific street
routes. 


Nocht’s carefully charted vision of the
conflict was warped out of shape, and without it the front lines were left to
their own devices, carrying out improvised attacks and rushed defenses. In the
absence of carefully thought orders from their commanders, the troops fell back
to a mix of instinct and doctrine that was immediately put to a violent test.


Kern had not been privy to a lot of the plan.
None of them were. 


That was the natural position of the
officers. Officers attended meetings and then passed down their knowledge as
orders given on the field. It was a hierarchy that was meticulously organized
and carried out. A landser needed only to train to fight and kill the enemy.
Kern knew tactics. He knew cover, he knew tactical movement, he knew how to use
his knife, he knew ranges, he knew his equipment, he knew equipment that he
would be using in the future, like how to drive a small car, or fire an
anti-tank gun. 


Extensive training and instruction had
insured this.


But he didn’t know how war worked. It was a fearful new world to
tread upon.


Everything had grown abstract. 


His training was supposed to be a tool that
he applied to a situation like a formula for a mathematical problem.
Reality had grown too complex for that; he could hardly cope.


Now Kern found himself creeping through
alleys and inside ruined buildings. Desolation surrounded him on all sides.
There was no enemy to fight with and no allies to link up with. Hart and Alfons
were quiet. Voss was in the lead. He did not have a map of Bada Aso. Sergeants
and above cared about maps, they had maps. Corporals led fireteams – they
didn’t need maps. Their maps could fall into enemy hands if they died fighting.


His surroundings felt so isolated he wondered
if anyone had even lived in them before. 


From the byway wall they jumped across, the
squad followed the alleyways behind several buildings headed south. Many times
they came across a collapse and had to squeeze in through concrete frames
filled with debris of their own roofs and floors like giant standing buckets of
rock and dust. They detoured through standing structures, clearing them room by
room with their pistols out before jumping out a window or from a second floor
into a new alleyway or into an otherwise inaccessible building nearby. 


Most buildings they saw, stripped of anything
valuable in them (or having had anything valuable in them crushed by bombs),
suggested little about what their original purpose was. There were many long
walls and empty rooms. Kern believed most of them had to be living spaces. He
had heard that Ayvartans lived crammed into three by three meter rooms, their
“guaranteed housing.” From what he had seen, the architecture did not
support such a claim, but they still needed a lot of living space to
support their population.


Twelve houses down from the byway the
squadron exited a small building through a back door, and found
themselves in a tragic scene. A much taller tenement building, several
floors high and wide had completely collapsed and now barred their way. 


Kern was reminded of the edge of Matumaini,
where collapses like these had forced the battalion to take a detour. This was
not like an urban snow, not a smooth mound of soft dust. What was blocking them
was all rock struggling to retain shape enough to defy them. It was all
misplaced window frames serving as makeshift doors to halls crammed full of
rubble, rebar sticking out like thorns from vines of warped concrete columns,
chunks of rock the size of one’s fist all in a rumbling stack ready to spill if
provoked. 


Kern swore it must have been contrived.


On all sides its remains barred the way. Voss
covered his hands in washcloth and knelt.


“We’ll crawl in.” He said. He squeezed
under a half-buried window frame.


Speechless, Hart, Alfons and Kern crawled
inside as well. Kern snaked under the frame and cut himself on a piece of
glass, a few centimeters along his right calf. He grit his teeth and pushed
blindly ahead. Even the ruins in this place wanted him to suffer. 


They crawled deeper into the tight rubble,
beneath hard stone at odd angles, around jagged pieces stabbing into the ground.
It was tight and dark and it smelled eerily, of smoke or some kind of chemical.
Kern pulled himself forward by his forearms and elbows. 


Ahead of him he saw Voss stand up, and Hart
and Alfons followed. 


He crawled into an open room. It was tilted
on its side, and there was a window above offering dim illumination and a
framed view of darkening, cloudy sky.


“Now we go up. We’ll check to see which
direction to go in from there.” Voss said.


He and Hart lifted Alfons up, who in turn
helped Kern. 


Outside the building sloped irregularly,
jutting out in places and sinking in others, but there was a high peak in
a particular rubble hill a short ways from the window, formed by the tenement
piling atop another building. While his companions helped each other out, Kern
started to walk up, eager to see what his vantage would be like from higher up.
He carefully walked up the red brick, and broke into a run once he felt sure
enough in his steps. He was fifteen or twenty meters up, and he saw the
intersection off south and east.


“I’ve found the way!” He called back to Voss.


Hands out like they were walking on a
tight-rope, the squadron descended the ruins, and climbed down onto a
comparatively intact alleyway. This time Kern led them through, trying his best
to square the picture he had in his mind with the direction of the intersection
and the layout of the alleys. They ran, frantic, trying to return to their own
lines.


Soon they heard traffic – feet, wheels, and
treads all – and followed the sounds. 


Around a corner, and past several ruined
buildings, they squeezed through to the intersection on Matumaini and 3rd. Kern
thought the mortar holes still seemed fresh, and certainly they were familiar.
There was no time to rest, however. Kern found his situation starkly reintroduced
to him after the brief lull in the eerie world within the ruins.


Across the intersection the 6th Grenadier
mustered its forces. Men rushed north, carrying sandbags and grenades, pushing
anti-tank guns, holding mortars over their shoulders. Every minute, it seemed,
a truck would arrive and its crew would hastily unhinge a towed howitzer, a
105mm leFH (leichte fieldhaubitze),
and more men would pull these back into corners, organizing them in groups of
three, and crews began preparing them.


Three more assault guns then entered the
intersection in a line.


And at the very end, they saw the Ayvartans
starting to rush.


“Scheiße,” Hart said wearily,
“We’re back in the frying pan again.”


“At least we’re accompanied.” Voss said,
patting him on the back.


Kern left their side. He looked around the
crowds for Captain Aschekind. 


An artillery crewman pointed him to one of
the first buildings just out of the intersection, on the connecting road to
Matumaini 2nd. Kern had remembered seeing people hiding in it during the late
stages of the charge, because the inside was hollowed out. Mortar rounds
might land in it, but it was otherwise one of the safest places from which to
fight. He found Captain Aschekind and some of his staff in there, seated
in folding chairs and with a table ready. The Captain glanced briefly at the
door when Kern entered but then returned to his task. He was tuning into a
radio, and barking terse orders into it. 


Aschekind’s staff, three men and an older
woman that Kern was very surprised to see, ushered the young landser in and
asked him if there was any news he had brought. 


They seemed to have been expecting someone.
Kern shook his head.


“No, I just,” Kern hesitated. He hardly knew
what he even wanted out of this exchange. He just felt ashamed and weak, and
perhaps he wanted someone to see it, someone to punish him for it. “I just
wanted to return this radio. I’ve no real use for it.”


He withdrew the radio Aschekind gave him from
his satchel, and placed it on the table.


An explosion outside seemed to punctuate this
action. Kern started to shake.


“You have more to say than that.” Aschekind
said. He did not look up from the radio set on the table. Kern could not see
his eyes – his peaked cap was in the way. “Be honest.”


Kern’s teeth chattered slightly. His heart
pounded. 


“Sir, I have spent this entire battle running
away.” His lips trembled. He tried not to show tears. “I never even grouped
with my correct squadron when we came into the city. I’ve been handed off to
different platoons and companies like an idiot, because I came here
wandering like a vagrant, with no understanding of what I am doing or where I
am going. Gradually I have remembered my place, but too late. I joined the army
to be anywhere but home. I sat through my training and it went in one ear and
out the other. I should not be here. I am simply wasted space and resources
among these men.”


“It has never been a question of whether you
are meant to be here or should be here. It is always a question of whether
you want to
be here. Your role, Private, is to occupy space. That is the fundamental
role of a Grenadier. Do you want to fight, Private Beckert?” Aschekind
asked. “Do you want to occupy space? It
all begins in that simple role. There is more than enough space to be occupied.
At this juncture that is all that I require of you.”


“I do not feel I have properly acquitted
myself, sir.” Kern said, mouth still trembling.


Captain Aschekind stared at him quizzically. 


It was the most emotion he’d shown on his
face that wasn’t anger or grim resignation. 


He pushed the radio back in Kern’s direction
with his hand. 


“Your last report alerted us to the
communist’s attack. What defense we have managed here, we owe partly to you. Do
you want to do that, Private? Even just that much?”


Kern could not say anything to that. He
hesitated even to take the radio back.


Captain Aschekind put down his own radio
handset, and seemed about to say something further. But a sharp noise from the
intersection overcame his words. 


Everyone in the room looked out the window. 


Kern saw a shell fly across the intersection
from the west and explode in the middle of an artillery position, shredding
through two leFH and
their crews. Gunfire parted the intersection in two. Men took cover away from
the diagonal west-bound road, from which Ayvartan troops and a huge tank rushed
down, right into the heart of their defense.


Kern drew his rifle and stood up, with the
intention to find Voss and the others. Captain Aschekind reached out
across the table – he was so tall and his limbs so long he easily seized Kern
by his shoulder and stopped him. His grip was casually, brutally strong. It
hurt.


“Run down the southern road and alert
all incoming artillery towing tractors and trucks to stop at the end of
Matumaini and 2nd. I will be joining you shortly. This is a mission more
valuable than dying in that intersection. Are we clear, Private Beckert?”


A truck nearby exploded – screaming men flew
back from it. 


One landed dead outside the door.


Stunned, Kern nodded to the Captain, and
without thinking, he left the building and ran down the street, careful to
avoid the fallen men. He was stuck in the war again.










25-AG-30 Ayvartan Counterattack, Matumaini 3rd


 


“Charge the intersection at
travel speed, and do not pause to shoot.”


The Ogre hardly needed to be given the order.



Like a charging rhinoceros it punched its way
through a hastily-erected sandbag wall, overturning the structure and crushing
an anti-tank gun under its tracks. 


Behind it the infantry of the so-called 3rd
Ad-Hoc Assault Platoon, bolstered by KVW reinforcements, advanced at a brisk
pace, submachine guns at their hips, firing across the intersection. Accuracy
was secondary to shock and speed – this was a breach, a brutal charge, and it
did not matter if the horns met flesh yet. Grenadiers fled the edge of the
intersection, abandoning anti-tank guns and norgler machine guns in the
tank’s way.


Gulab ducked her head, and pushed down
Chadgura’s.


Assault guns in the center of the
intersection opened fire on the Ogre.


Unlike the 37mm guns, the 75mm gun on these
vehicles was dangerous, if not particularly to the tank then to the riders.
They exploded in the Ogre’s face, and rattled the entire tank. Gulab felt heat
and force and the shaking of the tank transferred right to her gut with every
hit. But the short-barreled guns firing explosives could not damage the armor
even at 100 meters. The caliber was potent, but the guns lacked muzzle
velocity.


The Ogre withstood punishment. Small
pits appeared in the front glacis, one of the track guards warped from the
blasts, but still the Ogre advanced. Ahead of them the trio of assault guns
opened fire, one after the other, pummeling the Ogre. It was undaunted. 


Chadgura radioed her orders, and the heavy
tank turned its gun on the leftmost of the assault guns, and put a round
through the side of its gun mantlet, only a dozen centimeters off from the
vehicle’s face. It was a tight angle, but at short distance it was easy to
score. Black smoke and a lick of flames billowed from the hole, and the assault
gun stopped dead.


“Corporal, look!” Gulab called out.


Priorities changed quickly; at the back of
the intersection several men gathered around a trio of howitzers, likely laid
down there as a fixed position battery by heavy trucks. They lowered the elevation
of the guns and adjusted their angle.


 All
the barrels started to point directly at the Ogre. 


These were 105mm artillery guns. Perhaps they
would not penetrate the glacis, but would they need to? Their high explosive
might knock out the crew! Chadgura got the message quickly. Ignoring the
remaining assault guns, which had begun to back off and make space, she ordered
the Ogre to target the howitzers at once with high explosive.


Painfully slow the heavy turret turned,
inching its way to face the battery.


Crates were cracked open, and shells loaded
into the field guns. Almost there!


Then an explosive shell fell in between the
men. 


Their guns, ammo, all went up in flames.
But Gulab had not felt the booming and rumbling of her tank’s gun. Her
Ogre had never managed to fire at them.


She looked to the eastern and western roads
for her answer.


Her comrades were charging in. 


From the perpendicular ends of the
intersection, the promised second and third tanks unleashed their ire. Tank
shells came quickly. One of the assault guns was easily penetrated from its
exposed flank, and set ablaze. A second battery of howitzers went up in smoke. 


An anti-tank shell pulverized the engine
block of a heavy truck backing away to the south. The piercing round penetrated
the front of the truck and exploded in the back.


Men launched from the bed like thrown stones.
The husk of the truck marked the only path out of the intersection. Any
imperialist still in the middle of the intersection was pinched from three
directions. Many began to pull back, but those stuck in the defensive positions
could afford only to hold down and fight back against fire from all sides.


Nocht had tried to build their own defense
over the ashes of the Ayvartan’s 2nd Defensive Line, but the intersection was
nowhere near as secure as it had been hours ago. There was hardly a line, but
rather a dozen haphazard positions without a coherent defilade. 


Partial trenches were dug at haphazard
angles, as if the first place hit by a thrown shovel qualified for a new
foxhole. Artillery guns had been set up in plain view without surrounding
trenches or sandbags. Sandbag walls and canvas canopies had only been partially
rebuilt, and the mortart and gun pits were as a result largely exposed to fire.


Chadgura waved her arm to the troops behind
her. 


She jumped off the tank, radio against her
ear, and Gulab followed her to the floor.


The moment her feet touched the ground,
Gulab trained her iron sights on her old anti-tank gun pit front of her.
She remembered being thrown to the ground here by Chadgura. But that dirt where
her life had been saved was now taken up by a norgler machine gun, emptying its
belts on the front of the Ogre to no avail. Gulab leaned and opened fire. 


Two quick bursts of gunfire silenced the
shooters. 


Her body hardly needed to process the action
– raise arms, step around tank, look down sight, find gray uniform, shoot gray
uniform. She adjusted her aim and searched for more targets. Unlike her
comrades with their submachine guns, she could fight at range, and intended to
do so. Chadgura clung behind her, both hugging the Ogre’s left track.


Return fire was sporadic.


Gulab’s infantry comrades overtook her.
Submachine gun squadrons advanced past the tank in long rows, every man and
woman firing his or her submachine gun in front in short but continuous bursts,
so that the enemy was endangered any time they left cover to shoot.


The KVW squadrons were particularly fearless
in comparison. They ran out in front of the tank after Gulab disabled the
machine gun, and they quickly overtook the mortar pits in a bloody melee,
stabbing the mortar men with their bayonets and tossing aside their tubes. From
the safety of the pits they opened fire across the intersection, turning their
carbines to fully-automatic mode. Their rate of fire was tremendous – it was
almost like each of them was carrying a small Khroda. Against this wave of fire
the enemy’s bolt action rifles could do nothing. Though inaccurate, the
Ayvartan’s bullets saturated the air.


Chadgura had organized this: a moving
curtain of fire, perfect for a street fight.


All the while the three Ogres fired from
their positions, launching their high explosive shells into trenches and
buildings, crushing rubble walls and mounds. Every artillery gun left in the
intersection was a smoking wreck. Masses of men retreated in human wave that
rivaled the magnitude of their advance on this very intersection earlier in the
day. 


Together the three assault platoons and their
tanks wiped out the defenses. 


It was hardly a fight – it was like
demolitions work. 


Gulab fired with discipline, but soon found
herself without further targets. 


She stopped to marvel at the scene. At once
all the gunfire ceased. Men were dead by the dozens across each road to
Matumaini and 3rd, and by the hundreds in the intersection and its connections,
perhaps by the thousands along the Southern District as a whole. Soon the
stench of blood was more common than smoke along the battlefield.


They had won, Gulab thought. They had
defeated the enemy. Had they?


All three assault platoons linked up. 


Gulab found that each of them was a mix of
KVW troops and Territorial Army survivors. It was a pretty colorful bunch all
around. Many were walking wounded, hit in the early stages of the
counterattack, and hung back from their fellows during the fighting. 


Others were wounded already from the defenses
earlier in the day, but charged into the counterattack nonetheless. Each
assault platoon was not a full compliment – casualties had been sustained. The
counterattack had not been bloodless for them. However it seemed to Gulab that
they had hit as hard as they had been hit, if not more. She stuck around
Chadgura while she briefly discussed whether to push further with her
counterparts from the other platoons. This discussion ended abruptly with the
falling of a shell.


It was incongruous – a cloud of dust and a
shower of debris right in front of them.


While they took notice of it, a second shell
fell closer. 


Comrades fell back from the blast. 


A third and fourth, creeping upon them,
throwing up fragments of steel from discarded weapons shredded in the blasts,
casting smoke and dirt into the air. A shell hit right in front of the 3rd
Platoon’s Ogre and sent the track guard flying; the tanks backed away from the
intersection, and under increasing artillery fire the troops turned and ran as
well.


From the far end of Matumaini and 2nd a
vicious barrage from several guns fell over the intersection, smashing the
pitted earth to pieces, vaporizing Nocht’s wounded and dead, setting new fires
to the hulks of their broken vehicles. Nocht was covering its own retreat.
Dozens of 105mm shells sailed over the Ayvartan attack and crashed down over
them.


Caught in the heat, the Ayvartan troops
hurried back north.


Bitterly, Gulab ran with Chadgura and the
others, watching over her shoulder as the shells fell with resounding strength.
For a moment she thought she had tasted victory, but alas! Alas. She had seen
War’s magnitude. She should have known it was far from over.










25-AG-30 6th Grenadier Support Line, Matumaini 2nd


 


“Brought you something.”


“Is it pills? I could use some stimulants. Or
a drink.”


“It’s not either of those.”


“Scheiße. Well. Thank you
anyway.”


Voss was worse for wear. 


He had tight bandages and a cloth soaking up
blood on the left side of his stomach. Shell fragments from a tank gun attack
had pierced both his arms, and torn a ligament. He could hardly move his
right arm. It seemed only his head and face and lower body had been spared some
kind of injury. When Kern stepped into the medical tent he had heard Voss
joking to one of the medics that at least he still had all he needed to impress
the ladies.


What a spirited soul, even in these
circumstances; Kern brought him a cigar. It was still wrapped in a brown paper
with a wax seal, labeled uninformatively “officer’s cigar.” He had traded one
of the good rations (Breakfast #2, bratwurst, beans, and eggs) for it with
another soldier after lucking out with his rations from the back of the
supply truck. 


Anyone would trade anything they’d chanced
upon for the brat and beans. 


They’d made the trade right next to the
truck!


“Well, I’m not gonna be smoking that for
a while.” Voss chuckled. “But thanks kid.”


Kern nodded. He was glad to see Voss alive,
in any event.


“Hart and Alfons didn’t make it. I paid my
respects at their beds.” Kern said. “I didn’t know them at all, but I tried to
say good things about them. I will try to remember them.”


Voss smiled. “I didn’t really know those two
either. I heard someone say once you don’t really know people in the army
until someone dies and you make up the eulogy.”


“That’s morbid.” Kern said, averting his eyes
a little.


“S’how things work. We’re soldiers; our boots
turn the country morbid.”


“I guess I don’t know you that well either.”


“No, you don’t. You couldn’t.” Voss grinned.
“Name’s Johannes Voss.”


“Kern Beckert.” He extended his hand and Voss
shook it gently.


“Well Kern. I don’t know where you’ll be
ending up now. You kinda just followed me like a puppy dog, ha ha. Not that I
mind. But I’ll be down for a while, and I’m guessing the Battalion’s gonna need
some restructuring. I’ll put in a good word if you ever need it.”


“Thank you. You don’t mind if I try to find
you again if I’m still alive in a few days?”


“Given the state of our battalion, I’m pretty
sure I won’t be getting a lot of other visitors. So sure, I would enjoy the
company. Bring some crazy stories though. You saw how we moved out there. I
want you jumping windows and shooting commies too.”


Kern nodded, though he had his fingers
crossed in spirit. 


He couldn’t really promise that.


Voss laid back in his bed and drifted off to
sleep. Kern left him to it. He wouldn’t go so far as to say Voss deserved sleep
– he wasn’t sure what any of them deserved – but he did not want to disturb
him. Outside it was dark, night having fully fallen. It was pitch black,
starless. Kern had heard warnings of stormier skies coming. 


Periodically the area was lit up by a quick
flash from the howitzers, like lightning shooting up from the earth. Of the
battalion’s six batteries, each of which boasted three guns, only three
batteries now remained. While better positions for them were plotted, they
remained in a group on Matumaini and 2nd, firing tirelessly against the
intersection. 


Single-handedly the barrages had prevented an
Ayvartan penetration into their rear echelon, or so the Divisional command had
boasted in a radio address. They now fired periodically round the clock, with
crews taking shifts to keep them manned.


It was a panic move to buy time for
reorganization and new battle plans.


Until that time, the battle for Bada Aso was
temporarily postponed, it seemed.


Kern crossed a door threshold across the
street, passing under rock to enter canvas. A tent had been pitched inside,
where the older woman he had seen before in Aschekind’s staff, Signals Officer
Hildr, looked after one of the division’s advanced radios. It had the longest
range, so it was used to communicate with the Vorkämpfer’s command. 


Of all the people in the battalion staff Kern
preferred Hildr. 


She was a tall and somewhat stocky
lady, with blonde hair, a soft face with a strong nose and bright blue
eyes. She was fairly pleasant to be around compared to Aschekind – terse like
him in speech, but lacking the kind of restrained fury that characterized
the Captain. For lack of things to do he had been told to be around
to help her.


“Visit your friend, Private Beckert?”
She asked off-handedly.


“Yes ma’am.”


“Captain Aschekind will be holding a meeting
in a moment.”


“Should I go?”


“Might as well stay.”


Minutes later, Hildr stood in salute, and
Kern clumsily mimicked her. 


Through the door Captain Aschekind arrived,
trailed by a shorter man with slicked blond hair and a sizeably larger amount
of honors on his lapel. He was boyishly handsome, and had a contented little
grin on his soft-featured face – however, a tinge of red around the edges of
his eyes, a little twitch in his jaw, was noticeable even in the lamp-light,
and perhaps suggested some ongoing stress. Trailing him was a man almost as
large and imposing as Aschekind himself, but with a sunburnt look to him, and a
thick mustache that seemed linked to his sideburns and precise red beard. 


Both these men were Generals. Kern knew the
red-bearded man as his highest direct superior, Brigadier-General Meist, the
overall acting commander of the 6th Grenadier Division. From what he had
gleaned during the lead-up to the attack on Bada Aso, the other man must have
been the decorated general in charge of the forces city-wide, Von Sturm. He was
head of the elite 13th Panzergrenadier Division who made their fortune in
Cissea.


The Generals seated, while Aschekind, Hildr
and Kern remained standing.


Von Sturm grinned a little. 


“Big fella aren’t you Aschekind? Drank a lot
of milk growing up?”


“It helps build strong bones.” Aschekind
said. Kern wondered if it was a joke.


Von Sturm laughed. “Good, good. What’s you
two’s names?”


“Signals Officer Gudrun Hildr.”


“Jeez, what a name. Your parents must’ve
picked that one prematurely.”


“Private Kern Beckert.”


“Private? Really? Are you bringing drinks to
her or something?”


Kern felt a thrill down his spine when the
general addressed him. It was as if a monster were calling his name before
gobbling him up. “Yes sir!” He replied mindlessly.


Von Sturm looked at Hildr for a moment.
“Nothing alcoholic I hope?”


“No sir.” Hildr replied. She eyed Kern critically.
He cowered a little.


“Good.” Von Sturm replied. His gaze finally
turned away from the lower ranks.


He steepled his fingers. “Ok. So, what is the
damage?”


“Still being tallied.” Aschekind replied.


“I wish you all would do math a little
faster.” Von Sturm replied.


“Not a matter of math, sir. We have little
access to the combat areas were we incurred our losses. We were pushed back
kilometers. Therefore the data is still forthcoming.”


“Speaking of kilometers, how far are we from
our Day 1 goals?”


“Ten kilometers.” Aschekind replied.


“Good God.” Von Sturm crossed his
arms. His grin had completely vanished. “Explain to me, exactly, why we’re not
having this meeting in the central district right now?”


Aschekind explained in his own quick and dour
way.


“Dug-in positions; ambushes; death charges
executed by fast-moving communist troops using unorthodox gear, such as
wielding submachine guns primarily instead of stronger rifles; and more
modern armor than anticipated. All of these factored heavily.”


“Do you have any real solutions to this based
on your observations?”


“A stopgap would be to issue more automatic
and heavy weapons to our own troops.”


“What, you want police maschinepistoles now?
We don’t have enough. We’re having enough trouble as it is trucking guns out
here. Support will continue to be committed by regulation for the foreseeable
future. I don’t have time to replan the whole army.”


Aschekind gave a grim nod. “I understand,
sir.”


At this point, General Meist finally
intervened. He spoke gruffly through his beard and mustache. “Anton, Captain
Aschekind is one of my best. We kept in contact throughout the
offensive. From what I gleaned and observed, the Ayvartans have much more
tenacious and fluid tactics than we anticipated. I request that we allow our
own troops a greater freedom to counter their tactics – I wager our field
commanders would more adequately challenge their counterparts on the communist
side if we allocated more resources–”


“Request denied, for now.” Von Sturm
interrupted him. “You’d create mass anarchy among the ranks. We have training
and doctrine for a reason. It’s proven; it works.”


Kern thought he noticed Aschekind covertly
scoffing at the notion.


“For tomorrow, I want us to make up for
today. You will capture those 10 kilometers.”


Hildr and Aschekind saluted, perhaps
begrudgingly, Kern observed. He saluted too.


Von Sturm stood up, and tapped his chair back
into place at the table with his foot.


“Anyway, we’ve met now, so that should
satisfy that lout Von Drachen, at any rate–”


A bright orange flash illuminated the room
and street, drowning the General out. Kern smelled and heard fire and
debris. He heard a swooping noise, a laboring propeller. Von Sturm dropped
under the table; Aschekind, Hildr and Meist rushed out to the street. 


Kern followed, and he saw the smoke, and the
dancing lights and shadows along the road and street, in rhythm with the fires.
Bombs had dropped among the artillery, finally quieting them. Norglers pointed
skyward and began to fire; men rushed to tear the tarps off truck-mounted
spotlights, switched them on and scanned the skies for planes. Their assailant
made off with the lives of thirty crewmen and nine guns in the blink of an eye.



There were cries all around, Flak!
Vorbereiten der Flak! but
even so nobody could readily find an anti-aircraft gun to prepare, for they
were all part of the Divisional reserve.


“Messiah protect us,” Kern whispered, half in
a daze from fear. Von Sturm appeared from behind them, livid. His own staff car
had caught several pieces of shrapnel.


“Am I the only one around here paying
attention to the war?” He shouted in a rage.










26-AG-30, Midnight. 42nd Rifles Rear Echelon, Matumaini 4th


 


Night had fallen and it would soon rain. 


Remnants of the 42nd Rifles were gathered in
a small school building off Matumaini and 4th. Division had sent down supply
trucks to feed them, and staff had come to supervise a reorganization. With
42nd Rifles Regiment nearly totally destroyed in the fighting, it was being
removed from the 4th OX Rifle Division and reorganized as the 1st Assault
Support Battalion under the Major’s 3rd KVW Motor Rifles Division. This was an
ad-hoc move meant to salvage them to some useful purpose. Perhaps it would even
work.


It also meant that for the foreseeable
future, Gulab would work under Chadgura.


The Corporal returned from the supply trucks
with perhaps the most blank and starkly apathetic face she had made yet –
although it could all be Gulab’s imagination, since she swore Chadgura’s cheeks
and brow barely ever seemed to move. She brought two steaming bowls of lentil
curry in one big tray, along with flatbread and fruit juice.


 Gulab
bowed her head to her in thanks, and started to eat. 


Chadgura held off for a moment, praying and
offering her food to the Spirits. When she was done praying she clapped her
hands and ate briskly, in a disciplined fashion.


“Thanks for the curry.” Gulab said.


“No problem.”


“And, um, thanks for today, too.”


“No problem. Thank you too.”


Gulab scratched her head. It was more than a
little strange talking to the Corporal. Especially thanking her so nonchalantly
about saving her life from certain, painful death. Perhaps it was time to give
up normality in general in this situation.


“So, you like stamps, you said?”


“I love them.”


“Any particular reason why?”


Chadgura raised her head, and rubbed her
chin.


“Hmm. I like the smell of the glue and the
special paper they use. I like the colors. I like the art; it reminds me of
places I have been to, but they’re not photographs, so they do not prompt me to
question my imagining of a place. I feel happy sticking them. They make a
unique sound when peeled from the postage booklets. They have a postage value,
so you can sort them by postage value as well as color and region. It is very
neat. They fit well together when you stick several across a page. Very
standardized and coherent. They have limited editions for special days so you
have something to look forward to all year.”


Gulab giggled. “Okay! Wow! You really do like
stamps a lot.”


Chadgura nodded her head. 


She dipped a piece of her flatbread into the
curry sauce and ate it. For a moment, Gulab thought she had seen a glint in the
Corporal’s eyes as she discussed her love of stamps. Her voice had almost begun
to sound emphatic. It might have all been in Gulab’s mind, however. She blew
the steam off the hot curry and began to eat herself.


“Why do you like Chess?” Chadgura asked.


“It’s something I’m a little good at, I
guess.” Gulab replied.


There was another long silence.


“Why did you end up joining the army?” Gulab
said. “To get stamps?”


“My reasons for joining are foolish. I’d
rather not discuss them.” Chadgura replied.


How cryptic, but then again, this was just
her; Gulab felt a sense of unease with herself.


“I joined the army because I wanted to go on
an adventure.” Gulab said. She smiled. It was a bitter smile, full of a cruel,
self-flagellating mockery. “I wanted to have an adventure like my grandfather.
To leave everything and change myself. To come back as someone that the Kucha
folk can’t place as simply the foolish son of my father. Someone truer to me.
Someone who was really me, a me that was born outside of them.”


Chadgura extended her hand to Gulab’s
shoulder. “I don’t really know, but I’d like to say that I think your
grandfather would be proud of you. He should be proud of you.”


She clapped her hands three times, rapidly.
It almost sounded like agitation.


“I think.” She added. Gulab could see her
stirring a little. She was nervous.


The KVW could take away her fear of battle;
but she was still shy and anxious.


“Maybe he shouldn’t.” Gulab said. “And maybe
it shouldn’t matter.”


“Perhaps. Self-validation is important, I
think.” Chadgura said.


They were quiet a moment; the conversation
had gotten away from both.


Chadgura clapped her hands again and then started
to speak once more.


“It rings hollow, I understand, since we have
only worked a day together. But I have you to thank for this.” Chadgura opened
her sidepack, and showed Gulab a little book.


 Inside
were pages upon pages of meticulously glued postage stamps, sorted by Dominance
and Region and by major colors. It was a stamp collection album. Chadgura
presented it to her proudly and continued. “I will hold you in the highest
esteem for allowing me to return safe and sound to my stamps. Please, do me the
honor.” She withdrew a second book, this one a common stamp book out of the
Bada Aso post office. She spread open a page, and held it out to Gulab. “Pick a
stamp and stick it next to the others.”


This was an incredibly corny honor
to be given; Gulab felt almost as much flattered as embarrassed by it. And yet,
Chadgura’s sincere words, delivered in her characteristically deadpan way,
served to wring her away from her problems. She graciously picked a stamp
depicting the Kucha Mountains, which she felt was very appropriate at the
moment, and gingerly stuck it beside the others on one of the album pages.


She returned the album and Chadgura stared
at it seriously.


“I did not think this through.” Chadgura
said, leafing through the pages again. “I apologize for my confusion, but you,”
she paused for a moment, and uncharacteristically repeated the word, “you, you
glued it on the wrong page, Private Kajari. That stamp should have been on the
other side of the page, on the purple page for Bada Aso, with the other purple
stamps. I’m afraid you glued the stamp, a little recklessly, for my taste.”


Despite her hollow voice, she sounded
distressed. 


Graciously, Gulab took the album, peeled the
stamp as gently as possible, and stuck it again on the correct page. She returned
the album gingerly and with a smile.


Corporal Chadgura took it and hugged it to
her chest. “Thank you, Private.”


“You’re welcome, Corporal.” Gulab said, still
smiling.


What a bizarre thing, war was; near to a
thousand of her comrades had died this day, but Gulab was most grateful than
she and one other woman had not. Perhaps the only mourning that would do, was
simply to keep fighting, to lead the life for herself that was taken from her
comrades. At the time, she could only think of curry and stamps, and the time
Grandfather braided her hair and told her it was her beard to try to placate
her.










14.  The View From The Cathedral


 










25th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E.


 


The World was always burning.
Whenever steel cut the air and ripped souls from their bodies, the
Flame surged in the heart of the World. There was a time when
everybody could see the fire. There were Things That Ruled this world, and they
thought they knew best the fickle appetites of the flame. But there were also
the People, and in a time forgotten they made war on the Things That Ruled and
fed them all to the Flame.


In that instant, it was brighter than it was
ever meant to be. 


Never again would it grow so bright.


That was the divine time, a long forgotten
minute in the lifespan of the universe.


The divine time is long past. Steel
flies, souls scatter, but the Flame dwindles.


In the heart of the old continent however,
the People traded scraps of that lost history, and they thought, like the
Things That Ruled once did, that they knew the Flame best.


“There is a way yet, to gather the flame. Our
divinity is not all gone.”


They erected a throne, and there they
sat the one who would lead them.


Madiha sat in the throne. She stared down at
her subjects with a grim and stately face. Monoliths rose around her, blocking
out the sun. They were each as tall as mountains. She was hot, and sweating,
and she felt the banging of drums right in the center of her breast, and it was
thrilling. There were fire dancers in heated rhythm at the edge of her vision.
For a time she was alone in the center of things. Then her
subjects finally appeared in flesh, wearing nothing but masks, and
they approached her, and they knelt, and they made offerings to her, as
though she were a God. She grinned viciously toward them.


“Remember your virtues, old Warlord,” said
a person with a fish mask.


“Cunning,” said a person in a bird mask offering hawk’s
eye’s earrings.


“Command,” intoned a person in a cat mask offering
a lion’s mane.


“Fearlessness,” lulled a person wearing a hyena’s snout
offering a necklace of teeth.


Then entered a creature with a man’s
mask, in iron, a pitiless face banged into shape over coals. Madiha could not
understand its body – was it a Thing That Ruled?


It offered her only a rusty, bloody
spear and it hissed: “Ferocity.”


Madiha saw the flames in their eyes vanish,
and all of them sink into her own, and the fires trailed from her face forming
her own half-mask, and she screamed, in a horrible, all-consuming pain, down
the center of her skull, across her spine, to where the tail once was, and down
the arms and legs that ended in claws. They were always the Things That
Ruled? 










25-AG-30: Ox HQ, Madiha’s House


 


It was close to midnight when Madiha awoke
with a start, scattering a stack of maps and documents that had accumulated on
her desk over the course of the day’s fighting. 


All of the lights had been snuffed out as a
passive defense against retaliatory bombing; even her oil lamp was out.
She woke in the dark. Slivers of silver moonlight struggled to penetrate the
dark drizzling clouds outside. There was a figure softly sleeping on a nearby
table whom she assumed to be Parinita, hugging a pack radio they had set up on
a chair – this box was the comrade most in touch with what was happening south
of the HQ.


“Parinita?” Madiha called out, her lips
trembling. 


She struggled to move, frozen, as though
there was something that would reach out and seize her at any moment if she was
not careful. Her lungs worked themselves raw, her breathing choppy. Her eyes
stung with tears and cold, dripping sweat. 


It was a struggle to keep herself from
falling fetal on the ground.


Her secretary woke slowly, peeking her head
up from over the radio. 


She flicked a switch on its side by accident
and a series of tiny globes on the radio pack lit brihglty up and cast
Parinita’s face in an eerie green glow. Her secretary stretched out her arms,
yawned and rubbed the waking tears from her blurry eyes.


“Good morning Madiha.” She said drowsily.
“Are you alright?”


“It’s not morning.” Madiha replied. Her voice
was choked and desperate.


“Something wrong?” Parinita asked. “Did you
have a nightmare?”


Parinita’s kind words came like a slap to the
back of the head. 


Madiha felt childish now – yes, she had
experienced a nightmare. 


She was awake enough now to understand it was
not real. But it had seemed so urgent, so horrible, just a few seconds ago. It
had made her tongue feel stuck against the floor of her mouth. It had driven
the power to move from her. She had felt terror of a sort that nothing yet had
caused her. She did not understand the images – the dire figures approached and
spoke but she did not remember their contours or the content of their
words. 


These distorted things invoked a primal
horror in her that still took her breath.


Communicating all of that felt foolish now.
She turned away her gaze.


“I’m fine. It’s fine.” She said.


“If you say so.” Parinita replied, a little
sadly.


“I’ll go back to sleep. Sorry for waking
you.”


“It is fine.” Parinita said. “I pray that the
Spirits might help still your thoughts.”


Madiha rested her head against her desk, and
curled her arms around her face. 


Her eyes remained wide open for the rest of
the night. 


She tried to recall those terrible images,
but they faded more with each passing moment. That toxic thing that resided in
her breast was growing closer and stronger, and yet her strange power grew no
more accessible than before. Perhaps they were not linked at all.


 Perhaps one was the gift and the other just
the curse, never intertwined.










27th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E.


 


Adjar Dominance – City of Bada Aso, South
District


 


6th Day of the Battle of Bada Aso


 


Matumaini was a ghost street, and the
southern district was starkly quiet.


Fighting that had been terribly fierce
the past days had all but burnt itself out. 


No snapping of distant rifles, no rumbling of
artillery, no belabored scratching of tracks and treads. Where once columns a
thousand rifles in strength challenged one another, now only the
corpses, rubble, spent casings, and the lingering dust and smoke remained. It
was a calm in the eye of the storm, and there was little shelter left to endure
the weather. 


Much of the southern district had been
ruined, by artillery, by the tank attacks; and by the engineering battalion of
the 3rd KVW Motor Rifles Division, diligently at work since the end of the
22nd’s air raids. Many of the ruins had been planned by them. 


Those that weren’t were carefully considered
and made part of the rest of the plan. They had funneled Nocht right where they
wanted them to go, and many of their comrades paid dearly as the unknowingly
caged dogs charged into prepared defenses.


Then, things became complex. By necessity,
their plans became fluid.


A small column of vehicles moved under the
cover of rain and stormclouds. 


Two half-tracks and one of the Hobgoblin
medium tanks departed Madiha’s house and made it quickly down Sese Street and
into Matumaini Street. They passed vacant positions, destroyed guns, the hulks
of vehicles friendly and enemy alike. The Hobgoblin pushed them quickly aside,
opening a path for the wheeled vehicles. They drove past bodies and they drove
past ruins. Some ruins were marked on the tactical maps.


Some were fresh, and would have to be
inspected if time allowed. 


One half-track carried two squadrons of KVW
soldiers, and another a squadron of soldiers along with Madiha and a cadre –
Parinita, Agni, and a few staff and engineers.


They stopped on the edge of Matumaini and
3rd. Madiha climbed the ladder up to the shooting platform of the
half-track. Parinita stood hip to hip with her on the platform, holding up a
parasol to cover her commander from the rain. The Major produced a pair of
binoculars and inspected the intersection from afar. She traded with her
secretary, holding the umbrella for a moment so she could see. Parinita
whistled, impressed by the damage.


“I think the enemy will be content enough to
leave this place alone.”


Parinita seemed calm and certain, and it was
easy for her to be. Despite being in the middle of a war, right now it felt
eerily like the aftermath, like the last bullet had flown.


But Hellfire had not yet even started. They
were still setting up. 


Madiha was still burdened with disquiet. 


Her mind still spoke out of turn, demanding
things from her. Her hands shook. Large bags had formed under her eyes. And the
sound of the bombs still rang in her ears.


Outside it was quiet, yes, but the war still
maintained its rhythm in a vulnerable heart.


“Do you think any of the pipeline has
been compromised?” She asked Parinita.


Parinita adjusted her reading glasses. “I
think we’d be well aware if it was!”


Madiha looked down her binoculars again atop
the half-track. 


From her vantage she had a good look at the
intersection on Matumaini and 3rd block. 


Constant artillery barrages had caused the
road to collapse into the sewer, a massive sinkhole forming between the roads
and rendering them largely unusable without further construction. To hold each
individual link in the intersection would be pointless – this was an area the
enemy would certainly ignore now. That had not been the plan. Madiha had wanted
Nocht to commit strength and then have a path north. She wanted them to keep
bodies moving into the grinder. Now she would have balance yielding to
Nocht while also maintaining her troop’s ability to defend and retreat in
good order in order to bleed Nocht.


“Hellfire will have to recline into a
small hiatus it seems. It appears to me that our counterattack scared
Nocht too much. I was too disproportionate and ruthless.”


Beside her, Parinita shrugged amicably. “Kinda
hard to pull punches on these fellows.”


“I want the engineers organized as soon as
possible to carry out the inspection.”


Parinita nodded. “I still feel that you
should not need to be on-hand for that.”


“I want to be involved. I’m done sitting
around.” Madiha replied.


Parinita averted her gaze and sighed a little
to herself. 


They had talked about this before. It had
been a tension and a subtext of all their conversations since the first drops
of blood were spilled. But Madiha could not help but feel that this was an
injustice. A thousand men and women could die in a single day because she put
their formations on a map, and while they suffered she was a dozen kilometers
away in relative safety. A gnawing poisonous voice in her mind had convinced
her that this was not her place; that she should be out there; she should be
suffering with them. 


She was a coward not to dive toward
death like them.


“You’re not a fireteam leader.” Parinita said
sharply. “I wish you’d understand that.”


“It will be fine, Parinita. It’s just a
surveying mission with the engineers. We will be planning routes, diving into
old empty tunnels and demolishing buildings. I’m not leading an assault on
Nocht’s HQ. I just want to do something other than sit in my office.”


Madiha smiled. It was difficult – more
difficult than anything she had done that day.


But her keen secretary could always see
through her. She was unimpressed, but she did not protest any
further. Resigned, Parinita simply replied, “If you say so, Madiha.”










27-AG-30, Bada Aso SW, Penance Road


 


There was no storm yet, merely a continuous
drizzling that pattered against windows, over tents and across the tarps over
vehicles. Clouds gathered thick over the broad green park, turning the
grass wet and muddy underfoot. A light wind rustled the line of trees around
the edge of the park, standing sentinel around the expansive monument within. 


The Cathedral of Our Lady of Penance, for
which the main road had been named, looked all the more grim under a dark sky.
Grim gray stone steps between two massive spires led up to an open maw of a
doorway shut off by double steel doors. Inside, the nave was particularly
spacious, almost forty meters wide inside, and easily two stories tall by
itself. Its scale attested to the hopes and dreams of its engineers, and the
crowds they expected to gather there during the abortive conversion
of the Empire to Messianism.


Such a project, it was believed, would
inspire a new golden age for the church.


A new world, full of minds to turn to the
service of the Messiah.


Certainly the building, towering over the
smashed ruins outside of the park’s limits, seemed an imperious presence. In
the middle of the park the Cathedral seemed as old and storied as the earth. To
the observer it almost appeared that the soil around the Cathedral’s flat,
gray stone base actually rose to embrace the foundation, and fell ever so
slightly away from it. As though the ground elevated the building a meter or
two into its own little hill.


In truth the Cathedral was an irreverent
child when compared to the ruins around it.


Bada Aso was a sea of stone resting half on a
hill, but conspicuously flatter and taller than its surroundings, an attempt by
civilization to conquer a chaotic earth millennia old. With the times it had
warped and it had grown, it had fed and gorged and it jut out in every
direction, toward the sea, toward the Kalu. It was one of Ayvarta’s largest,
oldest cities.


It had been built first by the indigenous
Umma of the region, as a place of monoliths, a shelter straddling the sea, for
the gathering of fish, and of the game from the vast, hilly Kalu. Then it
became a throne of stone and brick set into place by the Ayvartan Empire, a
symbol of the strength of Solstice, the invincible city in the heart of the red
sands. 


Many of the people who would eventually bring
down the throne in Solstice grew up in its surrogate of Bada Aso, thriving in
the place meant to control them. Tradition, Empire and Revolution lived and
died in it. To this drama, the Messianic church, its teachings and its
monuments, were entirely fresh faces. Indeed, communism was now longer
lived than the Golden Age of Messianism in Ayvarta. Penance could not
challenge this earth.


Once the Revolution overturned the Ayvartan
Empire, Bada Aso quite briefly became a place of anti-communist fervor and
then, remarkably, a symbol of civilized socialism, of the working order and
kindness offered by the concrete and steel bosom of SDS-controlled cities.
There was guaranteed housing and food, clinics and state shops and canteens in
seeemingly every block, large tenements to keep everyone from the autumn rains,
wage stipends for those unwilling or unable to work, and work aplenty for those
that wanted it.


Bada Aso had been built and built over
according to different time periods, ideologies, and functions. There were
streets leading nowhere, byways blocked off by stark brick cul de sacs to keep
traffic from spilling out to more than one road, buildings of varying size and
style all organized into long uneven blocks that made up the many districts. It
was an organic city, a thing that had grown in the same inexplicable way the
humans within it grew. It was too tight in places and too open in others. With
time, it might have grown even ganglier, more haphazard, its streets the
expanding veins of a massive history.


Now the city was on its final journey. 


Again the forces of reaction teemed within
it. 


A fifth of the city had practically been
given to the 1st Vorkämpfer, an army from abroad coming to reintroduce empire
to Bada Aso. Bombing had ruined much of the city. Controlled demolition had
rendered many places inaccessible. Four-fifths of the population had been
evacuated. Those who remained did so to continue their socialist labor far
behind the battle lines – serving food, sewing uniforms, dressing wounds,
offering condolences.


Penance Cathedral served as well. 


It was an eerie fortress, its true purpose
mostly forgotten. 


Along its corners trenches had been dug into
the park soil, lined with sandbags, filled with men and women and their guns.
There were snipers on the spires, and mortars perched precariously atop the
dome. Atop the steps, a pair of 76mm divisional field guns had been angled to
fire easily against the road approaches. 


Inside the nave there were crates of
ammunition, food, medicine, all watching a sermon led by a reserve anti-tank
gun pointed out the doors. Benches had been pushed aside and there were
beds and crates and a radio station set in their place. A Company from the
6th Ox Rifles Division was all that kept these sacred stones from turning hands
now. 


Penance had not seen battle like Matumaini.


Just a series of actions that sputtered and
choked off under the shadow of that Cathedral.


To Ox command, this meant that a larger
attack would certainly be forthcoming.


Under the rain, a truck entered the
Cathedral district from the northwest, careful to circle the edge of the park,
driving with the trees between it and the main thoroughfare. Once the the truck
turned and approached the Cathedral from behind, the structure itself provided
all the cover it needed from the road in case of a sudden attack.


Facing its lightly armored front to the back
of the building, it parked; a passenger dismounted, and knocked on the back
door of the cathedral. A woman peered out from the roof, watching their
approach; she called in for them, and the door opened. 


It was safe – everyone had confirmed everyone
else was a comrade.


The truck swung around to make its contents
accessible. 


In the bed there were crates of medicine,
food, canvas; a large section of sandbags and poles and tarps and other
construction materials in the back; and atop the sandbags a group of eight
soldiers in black and red uniforms, their officer laying unsteadily on her
side.


Recently promoted Sergeant Charvi
Chadgura had a hand on her stomach and another over her mouth. Her garrison cap
lay discarded. She curled her legs. 


“I’m car sick.” She droned dispassionately.


Beside her a deputy,
newly-minted Corporal Gulab Kajari, stared at her quizzically, fanning the
Sergeant with her cap. “How did you ride the tank and then get car
sick?”


“It keeps rocking.” Sgt. Chadgura said. Her
toneless voice was muffled by her gloves.


“Sergeant, we have a mission! You need to be
healthy when we receive our orders!”


“I will be fine in a few minutes. Or an
hour.” The Sergeant started to turn a little pale.


Gulab tried rubbing Chadgura’s stomach and
fanning her faster with her cap to keep her cool. She had no idea what to do
about motion sickness – back in the Kucha they would have just told her to
endure it or to get sick in some place nobody had to see.


Once the truck stopped, everyone decided to
give Chadgura a moment of stillness. 


While she laid down, Gulab and the others
picked up crates from the end of the bed and carried them into the Cathedral.
There they would be stockpiled for the battle ahead.


Each crate was over a meter wide and tall,
and stuffed full of individual ration boxes, or ammunition in belts, clips and
magazines. Unloading trucks was a chore nobody was happy to perform, but the
KVW troops took to it silently and diligently. They settled quickly into a
teamwork system– quickly passing crates to one another in a line to get them
out the truck bed and into the nave easily. As the officer on-hand, Gulab stood
at the end of the line, and boisterously laid the crates down in the back room
of the nave. 


She was unperturbed by the weight and stacked
the boxes with theatrical flourish.


“Woo hoo! We can carry another crate,
can’t we comrades? Certainly one more crate! Ha ha!” Gulab said as more
and more crates visibly neared along the line of hands.


This enthusiasm did not go unnoticed. 


Gulab did such a fantastic job, and she was
so happy and very eager to do it, that once Chadgura recovered and went to
contact the commanding officer at the Cathedral, Gulab and the KVW squadron
were volunteered to unload several other trucks that day.


Towed 122mm howitzers were brought one by
one, and she and her troops unhitched them and arranged them at the tree-line
north of the Cathedral for the crews soon to be arriving; three Goblin tanks
and a truck full of spare parts and portable machine tools arrived, and
the Corporal saw to it that these supplies were set apart, and that the fuel
was well stored to keep dry and safe; a half-track with large antennae across
its roof arrived at the Cathedral, dropped off a long-range radio set, picked
up fuel and food from the stacks, and drove off again, to hide on the edges of
the district; but overall most of it was trucks with common supplies.
Crate after dark brown crate was unloaded and stacked. 


Most of it was ammo and sandbags, but several
were rations too.


Slowly, over the course of the day, the
Cathedral troops built up various disparate types of materiel and personnel.
Within a dozen hours they had a small but serviceable local artillery arm,
a tiny armored squadron, and, under the odd direction of Corporal Kajari and
Sergeant Chadgura, a minuscule but experienced assault tactics formation
for special maneuvers and consulting. Under the irreverent young stones of the
Cathedral they would fight to give the old stones of Bada Aso a few more days
before Hellfire.


 


~ ~ ~


 


Private Adesh Gurunath rocked back and
forth in a dreamless sleep atop one of the benches along the left wall of the
nave in Penance Cathedral. He had arrived a few hours earlier on a truck
similar to Corporal Kajari’s, carrying supplies and disparate reinforcement
personnel. From the moment he appeared, the officers on site had
been sympathetic and told him to rest. But he felt fine; as good as he
could feel after the tragedy that befell him.


However, since there were only two 76mm
guns, and he was part of a gunnery crew, he had nothing to do except relieve a
current crew, taking turns. So he waited, and he slept. Atop the cold wood he
twisted and turned for hours, until he heard a sharp whistling.


Adesh got up too fast; he felt a slight
jolt of pain up his shoulder and along his breast. 


Eshe loomed over him so close that they
almost banged foreheads.


“Oh, I’m sorry!” Eshe said, rubbing Adesh’s
shoulder. “I didn’t think, I was a brute-”


“It is fine,” Adesh said, a little
exasperated, “It is fine, Eshe. Are we moving?”


“Almost our turn at the gun. Corporal wanted
us to get some fresh ammunition for it.”


Adesh nodded. He understood the Corporal
wanted him and
Nnenia to carry the
shells.


Eshe’s arm had been hurt, and it was still in
a sling; though no bones had been broken, shrapnel had injured his muscles, and
movement would be limited for a time. Despite this, he did not slack in his
commitment. His uniform was crisp and neat as always, his hair combed and
waxed, his shoes shined. He wore his cap at all times. Professional, collected,
a model soldier boy like in the posters. Still at the front even though
injured; devoted.


Just not exactly able to lift heavy
crates at the moment. 


In that regard, Adesh was fairly
lucky. A few days rest in a clinic had done him a lot of good.
Surviving the dive bombing attack on the the 22nd of the Gloom left him with
burns along his chest, over his shoulder and down his back, and a long,
ugly burn across his neck that made it feel a bit stiff, but nothing too bad in
the final reckoning.


His burns were healing well and did
not impede him overmuch, so he had volunteered to return to the front when he
could. He looked overall less in disarray than before, despite the bandages up
to his neck under his jacket and shirt. His long, messy ponytail had been cut
at the hospital. Once he had the presence of mind to do so, he asked that his
hair be styled, and it was cut on the sides and back to a neck-length bob. His
bangs had been trimmed neatly. After an eye examination a pair of glasses had
been issued to him. 


They had a noticeable weight on his nose. 


After he was released, both Nnenia and
Eshe, teaming up for practically the first time, made faces at him and told him
he looked cute, like a little desk secretary. He didn’t know whether to take it
as a joke, or if they were being serious about his appearance.


“Where is Nnenia? Asleep too?” Eshe asked. He
cast quick glances about the nave.


“A few benches down; don’t
whistle at her.” Adesh warned. 


Nnenia was liable to punch him.


With a hand from Eshe, Adesh stood from the
bench and jumped over the backrest. They approached a bench a little ways down
the wall; this time Eshe shook the occupant. Nnenia growled and shook and
moaned for a few minutes more. Minutes were given, and then Eshe shook her
again. She nearly bit his good hand, then woke like a grumpy housecat, staring
his way with eyes half-closed and her teeth grit. She sat up, legs up
against her chest.


“Good morning.” She mumbled, tying her hair
into a short tail.


“It’s nearly evening by now.” Eshe said
gently. “And our turn at the gun.”


Nnenia sharply corrected herself. ”Good
morning, Adesh.”


Eshe exhaled sadly; Adesh raised his hand in
awkward greeting. 


Nnenia stood up and climbed over the bench by
herself, and stood behind Eshe as though awaiting a chance to bite him in the
shoulder. Together they crossed the nave into the backroom, where fresh
supplies were coming in via truck. Adesh was surprised to find
black-uniformed personnel carrying the crates and stacking them around. These
were troops of the KVW – the uniform of the elite Uvuli was a black jacket and pants with red
trim and gold buttons, and a patch with the nine-headed hydra, superimposed red
on a black circle. It was eerie to see these agents carrying crates. They
looked so common.


Prior to joining the military he barely heard
of the KVW, and knew nothing concrete. Since arriving in Bada Aso Adesh had
been quickly brought to speed by everyone around him on all the rumors
surrounding the KVW. How they hunted traitors in the night during the scandals
years ago, choking them in their own homes after finding secret radio sets
transmitting to enemies; how they stared down the barrels of guns fearlessly,
ignoring injury and rushing to bloody melee; how they were given special drugs
and therapies so they could see in darkness, never miss a shot, and kill
without compunction.


These people did not resemble those people.


“Welcome, comrades! Need anything?”


There was an energetic young woman at the
fore, soft-faced and smiling at everybody. She appeared supervising the
squadron as they went about their work. She had the crates stacked up in a
haphazard step pyramid. Judging by her patches, she was a Corporal.


“Hujambo,” Eshe said, easily
taking the lead for his squad. “Are you in charge?”


“Not really, I don’t think! I just unload!
Help yourselves to whatever.” She replied.


Eshe tipped his head. “I’m Eshe Chittur. If I
might have your own name?”


Nnenia and Adesh introduced themselves more
quietly and awkwardly.


Across from them the lady beamed and crossed
her arms happily.


“Of course, comrade! I am Corporal Kajari, an
officer in Major Nakar’s own elite 3rd KVW Motor Rifles Division!” Kajari
stuck out her chest, and tapped her fist once against the flat of her
breast, wearing a big proud grin. “Don’t be so stiff, if you kids
need anything, just know that you can come to this mountain girl for
support. I take care of my comrades like a Rock Bear mama! Take anything you
need from the stack. I insist that you do!”


Her tone of voice became more grandiose the
more she spoke, as though she were inspiring herself to speak mid-sentence. She
looked fairly short, a little shorter than Eshe, and she was slender and
unassuming in figure, but the long simple braid of chestnut-brown hair, the
bright orange eyes that were slightly narrowed in appearance, and the
honey-colored tone of her skin, did remind one of the hardy folk of the Kucha
Mountains.


But Adesh knew little specific about them.


“Thanks, but we only need 76mm shells.” Eshe
said curtly. He looked put off by her tone. “You seem boisterous for an Uvuli, if
I do say, ma’am. Are you the squad leader?”


Corporal Kajari grinned at him, and turned
around and pointed at a KVW soldier.


“Private! Am I or am I not
your officer?” She asked.


“You are, ma’am,” replied the soldier,
saluting stiffly, his face a perpetual near-frown.


“How come you act nothing like them?” Eshe
pressed her. He sounded a bit offended.


For a moment the Corporal looked at him. She
put her hands on her hips and smirked. 


“It’s a specific sort of training that makes
you like that. Not all of us are like this,” Corporal Kajari half-closed
her eyes and frowned, putting on a sort of sleepy expression, making fun of the
stoicism emblematic of the KVW, “High Command thought such training would only
dull my powerful abilities! I have acquitted myself so well, that it has been
found thoroughly unnecessary, in fact even detrimental, to train me further! It
is feared it might dull my considerable skill in killing people and destroying
positions and such.”


Nnenia whistled. Adesh smiled. Much to Eshe’s
chagrin, they took well immediately to the officer. All of Adesh’s trepidation
toward the KVW vanished, and he was taken in by the friendly officer. She held
the young soldiers up for a moment and started telling them a few quick
stories, while the rest of her troop unloaded without her. 


Eshe stood off to one side, sighing at the
scene.


Kajari gathered them and told them about
how she had shot a man out of a window from two-hundred meters away during the
fight for Matumaini – a battle Adesh and his friends had largely sat out in a
ward behind the lines, recovering wounds. She told them about riding on a tank,
and saving her CO from a Nochtish assault gun. This act had her promoted to
Corporal from a lowly private. It gave Adesh hope for the future. 


She told them how she survived a brutal
artillery strike that caved-in the entire street around them, and how she ran
and ran, with the ground collapsing at her wake!


 Then
she jumped at the last moment, and her Corporal, now a Sergeant, grabbed her
hand, pulled her up, and told her she was a real socialist hero, and that now
they were even!


“I see a lot of myself in you kids,” she
said, hooking her arms around Adesh and Nnenia’s shoulders and pulling them
close to her, rubbing cheeks, “y’got potential, I can tell! Give your all
against the imperialist scum! I’m sure you’ll make them bleed white!”


“Thank you, Corporal Kajari!” Nnenia and
Adesh said at once, cheeks and ears flushed beet read, laughing jovially with
the officer. They hugged tightly against her chest.


The Corporal looked positively in love with
them! 


And Adesh felt amazingly comfortable
with her. Eshe started tapping his feet, and regrettably they had to step away
from their spontaneous Rock Bear Mama and her radiating charisma. To each of
the doting young ones she gave a parting gift, a ration from a crate lying
at her feet – when Eshe protested that this was against regulation she
ordered him, as a superior officer, to shut his mouth up and to lighten up at
once.


“At least two of you are going places!” She
said again, nodding her head sagely.


Eshe stared at his shoes, making little
noises inside his mouth.


Outside the building another truck arrived,
this one towing what looked like an anti-aircraft gun. The KVW troops started
to gather around it. Blowing kisses and walking out as though on a cloud,
Corporal Kajari finally left the room, like a beloved theater star.


Eshe grumbled the instant she was out of
earshot. “What a relentless fibber!”


“Oh, of course you’d know more about the KVW
than her.” Nnenia rolled her eyes.


“As a matter of fact, I think I do.” Eshe
said. “More than you, and more than her!”


“Oh, I got the red paneer!” Adesh shouted,
holding up the ration box triumphantly. In his heart he thanked Comrade Kajari
for keeping him well fed. This ration was his favorite!


Nnenia and Eshe watched him as he stared
reverently at the package, and laughed. This seemed to diffuse all of the
tension. Together they stored the rations in their packs. Eshe took great pains
to stuff his under his various other possessions, all in case of an inspection
that he was sure would come. He was quite alone in that sentiment.


They found the shells in a corner of the back
room. 


Each box had 6 shells, each shell weighing
about seven kilograms. They had handles on either side that made them easier to
carry, but the weight still proved challenging to the young privates less than
a half hour after waking. Carrying the crates pulled their shoulders down, and
they were reduced to almost to waddling in order to bear with it. 


Eshe in the lead, opening the doors for them,
the group carried the ordnance across the nave, out the big doors, and to the
landing atop of the steps leading to the cathedral, where the two guns had been
set up between the spires. They carried the crates toward the right-most of the
guns under a tarp pitched up on four poles with plastic bases.


Under the tarp Corporal Rahani and Kufu
greeted them. 


Corporal Rahani had been largely uninjured in
the blast during the air battles of the 22nd, same for Kufu. They had minor
scratches, and luckily, Rahani’s pretty face had seen none of those. Rahani
looked vibrant and soft as always. Having time to prepare, this time the lucky
flower in his hair was not one picked off the ground, but a big bright
hibiscus. He had gotten it from the stocks of a state-run goods shop farther
north. Kufu meanwhile looked, if anything, more disheveled and bored than
usual, reclining against the front of the gun shield with his hands behind his
head. Half his buttons were undone.


Kufu waved half-heartedly at them, and nobody
waved back – Nnenia and Adesh had their hands full and Eshe was not in a
friendly mood. Adesh nodded his head instead.


“We brought two crates, one HE, one AP,” Eshe
said, and saluted Rahani.


“Thanks for the gifts,” Cpl. Rahani said,
giggling, “you can put them down right here.”


He pointed out a small stack of crates near
the tarp. A few had gotten wet in the constant drizzling, but they were all
closed shut. Nnenia and Adesh deposited their boxes atop the others. There was
a crowbar nearby in case they needed to crack them open. 


They sat atop the crates, gently laboring
to calm their breathing and loosen up their shoulders. Rahani was all
smiles as everyone gathered around the field gun – the same kind of 76mm
long-barreled piece had Adesh had haphazardly commanded back at the border
battle on the 18th, though his memory of what he did during that time was very
fuzzy.


“Now it’s our turn at the gun.” Cpl. Rahani
said. “Hopefully it will be a quiet one!”


From the steps, Adesh could see out to the
main Penance road about 300 meters away. A line of trees across the edge of the
park interrupted the view in places, but certainly if an enemy tried driving up
Penance they would be spotted. A few intact buildings stood on the street
opposing the park, across Penance road from the Cathedral, but it was mostly
ruins all around elsewhere and of little tactical use. To cover the most direct
approaches to the cathedral, six trenches and sandbag walls had been
set in line with three corners of the cathedral, organized in two
ranks, one closer to the edge of the park than the other.


In each trench there were light machine
gunners and riflemen waiting to fight.


Atop each of the Cathedral’s spires they had
snipers with BKV-28 heavy rifles, and atop the dome on the roof there was a
mortar team in a somewhat precarious position but with a commanding view, along
a pair of anti-aircraft machine guns, bolted to the stone. 


Everything but the northwest approach, the
Cathedral’s supply line, could be directly enfiladed by the defender’s weapons.
Nocht had no access to a road that directly threatened the northwest supply
line, unless they broke through to Penance and passed around the Cathedral
itself to get to it. And by that point, there would not be much hope left.


In a few days this holy place had become a
fortress. Adesh marveled at it all.


“What’s the situation so far? I’ve only heard
bits and pieces.” Eshe asked.


Corporal Rahani smiled. “Nice to know your
wounds haven’t slowed you down!”


“Ah, well, I’m just always looking to know
something about my surroundings.”


“Is anyone else curious?” Corporal Rahani
asked. Adesh didn’t quite know what for. He always thought of Eshe was
something of a busybody, but in this case his curiosity made sense, and was
perhaps a healthy interest to have. For Eshe’s sake, he awkwardly raised
his hand, and Nnenia followed, though both were a little less eager to talk
strategy.


“I’m glad I have a crew who is eager for more
than just orders.” Rahani said cheerfully.


Kufu made no gesture of any kind. He might
have fallen asleep against the gun shield.


Corporal Rahani gathered the privates around
a sketchy pencil map of the surroundings – the Cathedral, the park, the roads
framing the park. Penance, the largest road running south to north along the
eastern edge of the park, was marked as the most obvious incursion point. “On
the 25th there was a ground battle in the South District with its main
axes around Matumaini, Penance and Umaiha Riverside. Matumaini saw the fiercest
fighting, but there was a lot of death here on Penance too. Cissean troops
overwhelmed the first line, and the second was ordered to retreat up here to
reinforce the Cathedral. It proved too strong a point for the Cisseans – they
don’t have the kind of equipment the Nochtish troops do.”


“I take it it’s been quiet since.” Eshe
said. “Otherwise we would feel more alarmed.”


“Right. It seems they enemy is not eager to
press the attack after what happened on the 25th.” Corporal Rahani said. “They
thought sheer momentum would carry them, and were proved wrong. Our defenses
and counterattacks cost them a lot of their materiel.”


“But an attack’s got to come sooner or later,
and it will hit us harder now.” Eshe added. “Because Matumaini’s in bad
condition for road travel. Penance is the best way north.”


“Quite correct. And furthermore that attack
will probably hit sooner rather than later,” Corporal Rahani said. “As you’ve
seen, Division Command has been building us up here.”


“Too slowly if you ask me.” Eshe said. He
crossed his arms over his chest and spoke with a very assertive tone, as though
scolding someone. “Just smatterings of infantry and bits and pieces of
equipment. What if Nocht throws everything they’ve got at this place?”


Nnenia rolled her eyes. Adesh groaned a
little internally. Eshe was overstepping.


“I wouldn’t blame them too much.” Corporal
Rahani replied. He pressed a finger on Eshe’s shirt with a little grin on his
face. “We’re still waiting to see what the enemy’s tanks do in the Kalu. They
could open a second front into the city out of the east. Committing everything
to the front line in the south, especially heavy weapons, would render our
strategic depth vulnerable to an eastern blow. Did you consider that
eventuality, Private?”


“Um, no, I did not think about the Kalu.”
Eshe admitted. He sounded embarrassed.


Corporal Rahani smiled cryptically, and put
away the map. 


He patted Eshe on the shoulder.


“I like your enthusiasm! I hope we can all
continue to grow together.”


Due to the injuries among the crew, some
roles had changed. 


Adesh was the gunner still, and Kufu and
Nnenia adjusted the gun’s elevation and traversed it along their vantage.
Corporal Rahani was now the loader, and the commander as well. He took his
place at the side of the gun, and handed Eshe his hand-held radio so that he
could act as their communications crew. Eshe looked a little bashful, one of
the few times Adesh had seen him avert his gaze from people. He stood behind
the gun, sitting quietly on the closed crates while they waited for an enemy to
engage.


Adesh felt a little bad for him. 


He was hard-headed, and perhaps needed to be
put in his place every once in a while, but nonetheless Adesh found Eshe’s
confidence mostly endearing. It was sad to see him squirming and circumspect.
He was perhaps the only person Adesh was close to who seemed to have
figured himself out. Though, it could be he merely acted the part
well.
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“I want you to think really hard before you
move that pawn.”


“I’ve thought about it.”


“Look at the board again.”


“I have. I’m moving the pawn.”


It was a somewhat farcical scene, but at
least it kept their minds engaged. 


Their much vaunted special orders had yet to
come, so with nothing important to do the KVW assault squadron at the Cathedral
had spent their days performing chores and passing the time. Gulab had carried
boxes; helped serve the troops a hot supper by ripping open ration boxes and
heating them; she had gotten carried away and told tall tales to doting
privates, each with enough truth that even Gulab began to believe that was
exactly how they happened; and she had run out in the rain at night to
guide trucks around the park.


So came and went the 27th; on the 28th of the
Gloom, their orders had still not been fully sorted out, and so in the large
and ornate bedroom once belonging to the bishop, Gulab and Chadgura traded
pieces on the abstract battlefield of a Latrones board they found
in the basement. While the pieces were different than Chatarunga the rules were
much the same. Surrounded by the rest of the squadron, they set up the pieces
and took a few turns.


Now there was a strange tension between the
two officers, mostly from Gulab.


“Just so you’re aware, you’re doing all the
wrong things if you want to try to win this game,” Gulab said. She was
growing quite impatient. She could not believe what was transpiring on the
board, and it was almost insulting to see it happening before her.


“I’ve only just moved a few pawns.” Sergeant
Chadgura said quickly.


“Yes, yes, and they were terrible moves.
Awful moves.”


Chadgura looked at the board. It was
impossible to discern whether her expression conveyed disinterest or
contemplation. She picked up the pawn she had just moved, looked back up at
Gulab and overturned the piece. “I’m not changing them. Your turn.”


Gulab picked up her Queen and moved it
diagonally, stamping it down on the board as though she wanted the piece to go
through the wood and drill into the floor.


“CHECKMATE.” She shouted. She tapped the
queen on the square over and over.


“Oh. I did not notice that.” Chadgura
nonchalantly replied.


Gulab sighed. “You can’t just move pieces
without looking at what the opponent can do. You know how far pieces can move!
I mean, I’m just,” Gulab shook her head and held her hand up to her forehead,
pushing up her bangs, “What did I even set this board up for?”


“I assumed to have fun playing a game. Now I
don’t know either.” Chadgura said.


Everyone in the room seemed to avert their
gazes from the bed all at once, and they left its side and stood apart as
though nothing awkward had happened. 


Gulab felt like a firecracker had gone off
right beside her ear, and choked a little. 


All this time Chadgura had amicably
played along with an innocent and forward attitude while Gulab nitpicked and
yelled at her. She felt as though her eyes had been pulled into the sky to
witness her own self from another angle and it looked very ugly. 


Her behavior was so stark and frightening.
That was how she got when she played Chess with people these days; it was
horrible, and she never seemed to become aware that she was doing it fast
enough to stop herself. All the worst parts of her seemed to rise up in this
one specific arena, whether she was watching games of Chess or playing them.


“Let’s just put the board away for now.”
Gulab said, feeling uncomfortable with herself.


“I wanted to try to play. But I understand
and am not unhappy with your decision.”


Gulab frowned. 


She did not feel particularly absolved
by the clumsy phrase “not unhappy.” She did not like thinking she was so
aggressive, but there was just something about Chess. There had been so much
bound in it for her, and there still seemed to be so much bound in Chess. It
represented something to her that it did to nobody else. There was an
incongruity in her life whenever she played Chess. A question of ability and
intellect. It seemed always that her opponents got worse, and her
life got no better. Chess was the arena where she once thought she could
prove her value and define who she was in a way nobody could argue.


Even thinking about it sickened her. Gulab
turned from the board in shame.


Chadgura folded the set closed, and they put
the pieces into niches carved on the side. It was a wooden briefcase-like set-top
board, portable and fully self-contained. They found it in the basement of the
cathedral while searching for things they could use. 


This time around they would need all the
resources they could carry. 


They were only a single squadron. 


Gulab had received a black uniform and a
promotion, and was now billed as an elite KVW assault soldier. She supposed
Chadgura had something to do with that. 


Around the room her squadron was arrayed
before her, six other men and women under her command. They were dressed now in
the muted green uniform of the Territorial Army as opposed to the black and red
uniforms of elite KVW assault troops, or the red and gold of high KVW
officers. She was in some ways excited to lead, but in others, quite
confused.


Fighting with less than 10 souls at her side
seemed like suicide. Command had a mission for them to support Penance, and its
mysterious goals required this small group.


Aside from that Gulab knew nothing about it,
and Chadgura knew just as little.


Nobody seemed to have any questions or
concerns. 


Everyone whiled away their time quietly.
Gulab found the room around her now largely filled with blank faces,
staring quietly into infinity. Despite the time she had spent with
Chadgura, it was still difficult to understand their behavior. She understood
Chadgura, to an extent. She knew the rumors that KVW troops had no emotion and
knew no fear were not exactly true. They felt; they were still human behind the
blank faces.


However, she still found their stone-like
composure a touch disquieting.


“Is something wrong with them?” Gulab
whispered to the Sergeant.


“I don’t know. I can ask.” Chadgura said.


Before Gulab could intimate that she actually
did not want Chadgura to ask anybody anything, and that perhaps this entire
line of thought was very ill considered and ill timed and should quickly and
quietly be dropped, the Sergeant turned her head over her shoulder and singled
out a man who looked a few years older than both of them, perhaps in his early
thirties. He stood with his back to the wall and his hands in his pockets, and
his sharp features and short brow made him appear somewhat disgruntled in
comparison to Chadgura. He had cropped frizzy hair and skin the color of baked
leather.


“Is something wrong, Private Akabe?” Chadgura
asked. Gulab averted her gaze.


Private Akabe raised his eyes to the bed.
“No, I do not believe anything is wrong officer.” He spoke in a deep, drawling
voice with little inflection to his words.


Chadgura looked over at Gulab again as if to
say ‘See?’ in her own odd way.


Gulab shrugged. “I just don’t
understand how they endure what is happening. They just stand there
staring. I would feel a little offput by all this waiting around for orders.”


“I see.” Chadgura said. She turned her head
over her shoulder again, and Gulab gesticulated wildly for a brief moment in
protest, but again could not stop her from passing her innocent inquiries to
the KVW soldiers in the room. “How do you normally endure circumstances such as
this, Private Jandi? I like to think about stamps. What do you do?”


This time she addressed a young woman on the
other side of the room. Private Jandi had her hair shaved close to her head,
and her skin was dark enough to seem blue in the light from the window.
Her striking lips and cheekbones gave her a somewhat glamorous appearance
in Gulab’s eyes, a sort of mystique compounded by the disinterested expression
fixed upon the features of her face. She spoke in a high-pitched but still dull
tone.


“I read a lot of books. I sometimes play
cards. Right now I’m focused on the mission. We could deploy at any time.” She
said. “So I feel it is irresponsible to become distracted and use the time for
leisure. However, ma’am, I trust my officers to do as they wish.”


Gulab cringed again, turning beet-red. She
couldn’t believe she was a higher rank than this dead-serious lady. Of
course, the KVW soldiers had their own little quirks despite their legendary
implacability, but to Gulab there was still something eerie about the calm with
which they took in their bloody business. She wished for something to
occupy her mind than the grim silence of the room and the view of the ruins out
the easterly window.


Despite her Corporal’s mortified expression,
Chadgura quickly brought another soldier into the unwanted Q&A, Private
Dabo. He was a plump young man, with a round face and slightly widened body,
and lots of curly hair. His face looked sagely and contemplative in a way, as
though he always saw some truth written in the air. He reminded her of Chadgura
in that he had soft features, so he felt more positive to Gulab than some
of the other KVW soldiers. He had his submachine gun hugged to his
chest. To him, Chadgura repeated the question – how did he endure the
moments ticking away? He responded in a low voice.


“I think about music. I used to sit around
the tenement record player all day.”  He said.


“Ah. Is the music in your mind accurate to
the record’s sound?” Chadgura asked.


“I think so. I can keep the timing, and I can
hum some of the tunes.” Dabo replied.


“I see; how wonderful. Sometimes I will also
sit, wondering what to do, and I ‘play back’ music I have heard before, in my
mind; and I wonder if it is accurate to the sound the record player makes, or
if my imagination might embellish the music.” Chadgura said.


There were a few knowing nods from people
around the room. 


People started whispering and gesticulating
toward each other, as if carrying on the conversation around the room.
Meanwhile Gulab felt utterly dumbfounded, having had hardly any access to
a record player in her life. She did, however, feel less embarrassed and less
awkward. She marveled for a moment at how lively the room felt now that there
seemed to be a subject, however strange, for all of the soldiers to share in. 


There was something about this show of
humanity that put Gulab back into her good spirits. Growing calm now, and
wanting to make up for her behavior from before, she flipped the chess case,
split it open again, and invited Chadgura to take her pieces.


“Despite Jandi’s sage advice, I will accept.”
Chadgura said, and laid down her king.


“I’m not gonna go easy on you,” Gulab
grinned, “But I’ll restrain my killer instinct.”


~ ~ ~


 


Around noon Corporal Rahani’s crew took
another turn in the defensive line. Across from then the southeast trenches
were fully manned, and the rest partially. Rain fell over the park only a touch
heavier. Promises of a terrible storm had yet to prove true. 


Aside from recurring sounds of traffic and
the sound of precipitation, the front was peaceful. Nearly asleep behind the
shield of his gun, Adesh heard distant noisy wheels, tracks and engines, and
wondered what was being delivered to the Cathedral this time. Another
anti-aircraft gun? Additional tanks? Engineers? They had enough food and ammo.


“What do you think that one is?” He asked. 


Nobody heard him – they were busy around a
wooden board filled with holes, six holes in two rows, each of the holes filled
with seeds. Nnenia and Kufu were playing a mancala game, where stones
were taken from pits and sewn along the rows of holes. 


Adesh had tried watching the game but he had
never liked mancala. Every region seemed to
have its own rules and the particulars were difficult and confusing. Even now
he didn’t know why they picked up seeds or how they captured pits. Nnenia and
Kufu themselves didn’t really seem to know, at least to Adesh’s eyes, it all
looked very random.


Eshe was busy giving everyone instructions
and Rahani watched, amused by the crew.


Turning from the board Adesh looked over the
gun and out over the park green and the road. Unable to make sense of the game
he simply watched the empty landscape, taking in the rustling of trees, the
vast green, and the long, empty road– 


He adjusted his glasses, and something caught
his attention. 


Around the corner into the Cathedral square
there was something large.


It was moving into the main road, and it was
not moving alone.


At first he thought his mind was tricking
him. Then he realized it had become his curse to receive responsibility in the
midst of tragedy, the responsibility of those precious seconds before the
bullets started to rain, where he could still shout and people might still
live. He remembered that dive bomber coming down upon him, and he seized up in
fear for a moment, but only the merest moment. Sure enough he soon found his
voice to scream.


“Contact!” Adesh shouted. “Vehicles to the
east, they’re protecting riflemen!”


Nnenia and Kufu overturned the mancala board
standing up so fast. 


Seeds scattered across the floor from the
pits. 


Corporal Rahani pulled his binoculars to his
eyes and bit his lip; he confirmed a movement of men and a vehicle to the
southeast, coming out to the two-way intersection on Penance at the park
corner. From the corner trench, rifles and machine guns opened fire on the
advancing men, but their targets quickly ducked behind the cover of
their escort vehicle, a large, armored half-track. Unlike Ayvartan
half-tracks the vehicle’s bed had well-armored walls that were high and closed
off. Its hull had a long, sloped engine compartment and a well-armored driver’s
compartment with small slits, making the driver a difficult target. Machine gun
and rifle fire simply bounced off the Nochtish Squire Infantry Carrier.


Once out onto the intersection, the
half-track turned from the road and charged into the green from between the
trees. It drove toward the cathedral at an angle to shield the men running
along its left side. Atop the enemy half-track, a Norgler gunner on a
traversing mount opened fire on the trench. With each furious burst of gunfire
Adesh saw the dust kick up all around his comrades, and their heads ducking
down in response.


Good horizontal cover from the half-track
protected the gunner too well from the fire he drew back. Within moments
the machine would overrun the first trench.


“Everyone at their stations! Traverse, and
load HE!” Corporal Rahani ordered.


Kufu and Nnenia turned the gun eastward, and
lowered the barrel elevation. 


Corporal Rahani loaded the shell and punched
it into the breech – it snapped shut so close to his hand Adesh thought it
might take off skin, but he was unscathed. 


As they prepared to fire there sounded a loud
bang from their right; their adjacent gun launched its first shell
downrange and its crew prepared to fire a second. This first HE shell soared
over the Squire’s engine block and smashed the treeline, exploding a dozen
meters away. Shrapnel and wooden debris burst out in all directions, but the
machine did not even shake from the distant blast, and it left no corpses
behind as it advanced.


Binoculars up, Corporal Rahani shouted, “Gun
ready! First round downrange!”


Adesh pulled the firing pin, and the gun
rocked, sliding back to disperse the recoil. Tongues of smoke blew from
the muzzle break. Adesh’s shell crossed the distance and impacted the turf
several meters shy off the half-track’s right front wheel, punching a
meter-wide hole into the green. Though not a direct shot, it was nonetheless
deadly. 


Shrapnel from the explosion blew through the
wheel and pockmarked the side of the Squire, and the pressure wave
rocked the vehicle. The Norgler gunner fell right off the side of the
half-track, and around him the fire from the trench resumed, and he was
perforated by a half-dozen shots before he even hit the ground. While the rear
track labored to keep the vehicle moving, the mangled front wheel
spun uselessly. It plodded on.


A man in the trench saw an opportunity and
stood to throw a grenade at the half-track, but one of the men riding inside
the half-track stood too and took up the gun. 


He turned the fatal instrument and loosed a
dozen shots into the trench.


As the grenade left his fingers the man in
the trench was punched through the chest by several shots and fell
back. His throw went terribly wide, exploding harmlessly away from the
trench and the vehicle both. Adesh grit his teeth watching the scene play out.


One more blast from their partner gun
exploded directly behind the half-track, and shook it again, but did nothing to
the track and merely rattled the new gunner for a few seconds. Shots from
the snipers punched small holes into the driver’s compartment, but the
machine trundled ahead regardless. Soon it would be nearly atop the trench, and
its men would be able to clear it with grenades from safety, and then advance
on the second line.


“Adjust angle! We’ll get them!” Corporal
Rahani said. He pushed an Armor-Piercing shell into the breech and gave some
mathematical instructions. Nnenia and Kufu adjusted the gun based on Rahani’s
estimates. Behind them, Eshe contributed by using his good hand to open
shell crates with the crowbard so Rahani could load from them.


Adesh muttered a prayer to the spirits
and pulled the firing pin.


There was a roar and a powerful kick from the
gun. In an instant the Armor-Piercing High-Explosive shell crossed the park and
punched through the Squire’s engine block and into the crew space, detonating
close to the driver’s compartment and igniting fuel. 


Within seconds the advancing half-track was a
husk, its engine block a black smear on the turf, its driver vaporized, and the
compartment fully open from the front. Machine gun fire through the gaping hole
in the front cut through the survivors in the vehicle’s bed like fish in a
barrel. Though the men running alongside the vehicle were mostly untouched by
the blast, they had lost their moving cover, and hunkered down behind the bed.


From the trench several comrades rose and
threw grenades at the husk aiming to hit the soldiers. They had pistols and
bayonets, and it seemed the skirmish was nearly decided.


“Good hit!” Corporal Rahani said. He looked
through his binoculars, examining the remains of the husk, and then looked out
to the road. “Load HE, and let us put the fear–”


A small plume of fire and smoke rose suddenly
in front of the outer trench, tossing dirt and grass into the air. Comrades in
mid-charge were flung back into the trenches they came from and many were
wounded by shrapnel. There was a sudden screaming of alert across the other
trenches, and the gun crews atop the Cathedral steps hesitated from shock. 


Out into the two-way intersection crossed a
pair of light tanks, their turrets fully turned toward the Cathedral – they had
opened fire from around buildings before marching into the open. Behind them
Adesh soon saw the noses of more Squire Infantry Half-tracks.


This was a full mechanized assault column
heading toward them, not a probing attack.


The Corporal dropped his binoculars and
shouted, “Down against the gun shield!”


Not a second passed since Rahani spoke that
two shells flew against the steps.


One shot overflew them and smashed into the
stone face of the cathedral, throwing down chipped rock atop the tarp erected
over the gun. Another crashed at the foot of the steps and set shrapnel flying.
Adesh heard the clinking of metal fragments against the gun shield, and he
was shaken at first and found it hard to respond. But he collected himself – he
could not afford this paralysis, not again. He huddled close to the gun,
and Eshe and Nnenia crouched beside him as close as they could get for
protection.


“Don’t fear it,” he said, out of breath,
sweat dripping across his nose and lips.


Nnenia and Eshe nodded, staring grimly out
over the park. 


Nnenia passed Rahani a shell.


Behind them the doors to the Cathedral swung
open, and a stream of men and women with various weapons rushed out to the
trenches, to re-man the line on the northeastern corner of the cathedral and
reinforce the southeastern trenches upon which the vehicles were now advancing.
A small crew pushed out the 45mm anti-tank gun that had been stuck on the
pulpit and set it between the two 76mm guns, aiming for the tanks. 


Corporal Rahani grimly welcomed the
newcomers, and ordered his own crew to traverse the gun, load and fire, aiming
for the enemy’s light tanks that had them zeroed in.


“Load AP,” Corporal Rahani shouted. He
punched the shell into place in the breech.


Adesh pulled the firing pin; across the park,
one of the tanks approaching the tree line went up in flames as the shell
penetrated its thin frontal armor and exploded inside, sending its hatch flying
through the air. A second tank charged quickly up to take its place, and a
dozen men huddled behind the newly burning husk for cover. 


Sporadic mortar and sniper fire from atop the
Cathedral crashed around the advancing Panzergrenadiers,
but the armored figures of their moving vehicles and the smoking husks of their
dead vehicles provided ample cover from the onslaught, and they were easily
closing in on the first trench. Corporal Rahani loaded another AP shell handed
to him by Nnenia, and while Kufu slightly adjusted the gun’s facing, the
officer took his radio back from Eshe. He put in a call to their
divisional command for support.


“This is Corporal Rahani on the Cathedral
stronghold on Penance road reporting attack from enemy motor, armor, and
infantry! I repeat, Penance road, Cathedral, under heavy attack! Requesting
artillery support against the intersection on Penance road at the southeast
corner of the Cathedral Park!” Corporal Rahani shouted. 


He breathed heavily, waiting for a response.


In his hands the radio crackled. Rahani
huddled with the crew, and Adesh listened in.


“Negative Penance, artillery is under
tactical silence to support a spoiling mission underway. A relief mission for
you will begin shortly. Hold out until then. Repeat: Artillery is under
tactical silence. Hold out for reinforcement and relief. Spirits be with you.”


Two Squires on the intersection
pushed forward along the road, and soon became four, and men began to hop the
walls of their armored beds and deploy to the street, taking up positions,
and organizing to charge; the one remaining tank crossing into the park
green was also joined by two others. All of the tanks were lightweight and
drove at the same pace as the half-tracks, boasting horseshoe-shaped turrets of
riveted armor and carrying small guns. Their turrets were set centrally atop
flat-fronted boxy hulls with tall rumps. 


These were modernized M5
Rangers based on the old M2
Ranger.


Soon as they were spotted, the enemy tanks
were engaged by the gun line. 


Corporal Rahani ordered a shot downrange, and
Adesh obliged. 


The 76mm gun slid back; its AP shell crashed
right in front of the lead tank. Almost simultaneously their partner gun fired,
and a near-miss from its own 76mm shell managed to blow out the front wheel on
the lead tank, marooning it in the middle of the green. This did nothing to its
gun. It traded for their 76mm shell with one of its 37mm shots.


At the sight, Adesh flinched and hid behind
the shield. 


Again the shell crashed nearby, hitting the
middle of the stone steps and forming a crater the size of a man’s torso. No
shrapnel reached them, but the force of the shot caused their tarp to fall
over and off the side of the steps, exposing them to rain. Smoke rose up before
them. They were unhurt, but clearly soon to be outmatched.


Adesh felt a churning in his stomach – he
girded himself again for the start of a real battle, praying to the Spirits for
himself, for Nnenia, for Eshe, and for all their comrades.


 


 ~ ~ ~


 


“Should we go out there?” Gulab asked.


“Not until we have our orders from higher
up.” Chadgura dispassionately replied. “Remember, we were sent here on a
special mission. We will await special orders.”


Gulab heard boots along the ground as people
in adjacent rooms rose to the commotion and rushed down to do their part. She
heard numerous people storming through the adjacent halls and down the stairs.
Minutes later she heard artillery – there was a slight shaking loose of dust
from the ceiling, and a pounding of shells on the ground and against the
stones. Were they trading artillery blows out in the lawn? This must have been
a full-fledged attack.


And yet her unit waited in place for several
minutes, until specifically roused.


There was a knock on their door, and one of
the Privates answered. 


She stepped aside, and from the hall a small
woman approached the bed, and shook hands emphatically with Chadgura. She was a
Svechthan, with short teal-blue hair and a dour expression that looked a touch
unfriendly. Her uniform was dark blue, nearly black, part of the Svechthan
Union forces training in Ayvarta. 


Gulab tried not to stare – the lady was over
a head shorter than everyone and her rifle, like a standard Ayvartan bundu, looked comically
oversized for her. Svechthans were proportioned well for their adult size, but
to Gulab they were still an unusual sight.


“Tovarisch!” She declared, “I am
Sergeant Illynichna. Orders have arrived for you.”


Gulab noticed somewhat of an accent in
her voice when she started speaking Ayvartan. Nonetheless she had rather good
pronunciation, and made good word choices.


“Thank you, Sergeant.” Chadgura said. “Please
go ahead. We are listening.”


Sgt. Illynichna cleared her throat.
“Since the 25th, the KVW with the help of my Svechthan comrades has been using
radio interception equipment mounted in half-tracks to gather intelligence on
enemy positions within the city. We have gathered enough unencrypted
short-range communications between various units to paint a clearer picture of
their overall offensive preparations. Our mission will be to scout and
disrupt those preparations to buy time for the Hellfire plan. Any Questions
before we continue?”


“You’re coming too?” Gulab asked. She was the
only one with any questions.


“Of course I am. I’m from the Joint-Training
Corps OSNAZ – special tactics.”


Gulab had no idea what that meant at all. She
shrugged and looked unimpressed.


“Quit wasting my time duura!” Sgt. Illynichna
said, calling her some insult she didn’t understand. The Svechthan girl
produced a map of the southern district and laid it down over the bed. As a
whole the squadron gathered around the bed to look at it, but Gulab found the
symbols hard to discern. “Between Penance and Matumaini there were several
evacuated industrial facilities. We believe Nocht will deploy their artillery
and tank stations there. Their attacks along Penance and Umaiha will intensify
in an attempt to pin us down away from the build-up areas. We must carefully
scout Nochtish positions, then relay our findings so our artillery can bury
them. A surprise saturation barrage will do the trick.”


“A sound plan. But I am remiss about using
only a single squadron.” Chadgura said.


“It is necessary tovarisch!”
Illynichna said. “We must take them by surprise. We will use a few tanks to
hold back this assault on the Cathedral, and open up this road to the east,
toward Matumaini,” she pointed out their route on the map, “but from there we
must make our way quietly, like the arctic weasel. Strong head-on attacks are
not feasible.”


Gulab supposed that it was easier for a
Svechthan to talk about stealth since they were in general so small, but she
held her thoughts on that, for fear of further upsetting Illynichna.


Chadgura nodded, and together she and
Illynichna led the squadron out. Down in the nave, Gulab saw people rushing out
the door, and she saw the guns outside firing against the tree line and the
edge of the green turf. The 76mm guns boomed incessantly, their crews in a
fever. Enemy vehicles trundled forward from the road, covering for squadrons of
men in thick dark gray jackets and gloves, the panzergrenadiers. A rising tempo
of anti-tank, sniper, and mortar fire slowed the enemy mechanized forces.
Rifle squadrons stationed in the Cathedral rushed out to the trenches in turns,
and gathered around the spires and steps.


Nocht improved their foothold on the
intersection and the eastern side of Penance road, and their men assembled
in the ruins and in the intact buildings. They began to open fire from across
the road. This presence increased with each Half-Track allowed to park
across the green. Norgler fire and mortars of their own had been deployed, and
this sporadic fire punished the recrewing of the trenches. It was a
slowly-building mayhem.


“It will get worse if we don’t find that
artillery. Let us move.” Chadgura said.


Gulab snapped out of her reverie and nodded
grimly. 


She followed the two Sergeants out
the back behind the Cathedral, where their half-track waited along with
three Goblin light tanks. Before mounting the truck the squadron traded
their rifles into a crate, and picked up short carbines with long, strangely
thick barrel extensions provided by the Svechthan Sergeant. The carbines used
magazines, of which they gathered many, throwing their own stripper clips into
the crate with their old rifles.


“These are silenced Laska carbines,
made in my home country.” Sergeant Illynichna explained. “Smaller cartridge
than a regular rifle, but useful for sneaking around.”


Sgt. Chadgura lifted and toyed the small
rifle, getting a feel for its weight and size.


“It is an invention of the Helvetians that we
Svechthans tested to great results. They’re hard to manufacture, but worthwhile
for special times. Its ammo is hard to manufacture too, so we cannot waste it.”
Sergeant Illynichna added. “Hopefully it serves us well.”


“I believe it will. It is very easy to wield
and aim.” Chadgura said.


Gulab looked down the sights. They felt a
little small. 


Still, it was a pleasant weapon to hold.


Once everyone was armed, they hopped into the
back of the half-track and waited for the tanks to form up in front of them.
The trio of Goblins started across the left side of the Cathedral, facing their
strongest armor to the southeast, and charged toward the corner trenches. The
Half-Track did not follow them. Instead it drove directly north, crossing the
green out onto the road and circling around the park east. They drove with the
tree line and the fences on the northern edge for cover and moved carefully to
eastern-bound roads.


Above them the sky grew slowly furious. 


Rainfall grew harsher, the drops larger and
more frequent, the patter and tinkling of the rain working itself up to a
drumming beat. Forks of light burned constantly within the heart of the
blackening clouds, and distant, erratic thundering drowned out the trading of
shells. Sergeant Illynichna grinned at the worsening weather overhead.


“Going out in that is good, tovarisch. Harder
to be seen and heard in the driving rain.”


Around the park the battle intensified to
match that black, rumbling sky.


From the back of the half-track Gulab saw the
tanks engaging. 


Across from the Cathedral, three Nochtish
tanks had overtaken the first trench on the southeast and easily crossed it
with their tracks, and the occupants were fleeing to the second trench line
under fire from the tank’s hull-mounted machine guns. 


One tank was at the head of the enemy
advance, a third was farther behind it, and a second was practically hugging
its right track. Their machine guns saturated the green in front of them, and
their 37mm guns fired incessantly on the Cathedral, smashing into the spires,
hitting the dome, sending shells crashing around the gun line at the steps the
Cathedral. Their advance was haphazard but swift and vicious.


But their sides were fully exposed. 


The Goblins were not seen until they had
cleared the left wall of the Cathedral. They charged on the enemy in a
staggered rank, each tank ten meters from the side of the next. The instant
they left cover the three tanks braked and opened fire. Immediately
they scored two hits – the tall engine compartment in the back of the lead
enemy tank burst into a fireball, and its turret exploded from a second shot.
These explosions sent chunks flying into a second tank to the right of the
target, the shrapnel slashing deep into its turret.


Too wounded to continue, and perhaps having
lost its gunner and commander, the second M5 backpedaled toward the trees and
bushes for cover from further attacks.


The Panzergrenadiers halted their advance in
the face of this reversal, hiding behind the smoking ruins starting to pile at
the edge of the green. Ayvartan forces pressed their advantage. Small
contingents climbed out of their holes to engage the enemy. 


One Goblin remained in place and provided
cover for rising trench troops.


 Two others
broke away from it, one headed directly for the road, its coaxial machine gun
and cannon trained on the mechanized infantry, and the second hooking around
the center of the green to chase the remaining tanks away from the Cathedral.


The KVW Half-Track stopped across the street
from its connection out of Penance. They had the trees between them and the
fighting. Only when the tanks had fully engaged the Panzergrenadiers and their
vehicles on the road, and blocked their way farther upstreet, would it be
safe for the Half-Track to cross. A Goblin tank crossed the green and drove
onto the road, turning to face the enemy’s half-tracks and charging them. 


The Goblin opened fire on the enemy while
moving, perforating one of the half-tracks front to back with an armor-piercing
shell. The shell exploded at the end of the bed, and its fuel tanks lit on
fire from the violence. Panzergrenadiers on the streets hurried away, putting
whatever metal they could between the Goblin’s machine guns.


Without warning a black plume erupted near
the Goblin tank on the road, and the blast smashed the front wheels on its
right track, paralyzing it in the middle of the road. 


Subsequent blasts rolled along the road, some
so close to the Nochtish line that even the Panzergrenadiers started to run,
and the half-tracks to back away. Shells fell by the dozen every minute. One of
the Goblins was abandoned, its crew leaping from the hatches as a fireball
engulfed the machine’s exterior. The one stationary Goblin had its turret
crushed by a shell, split open like a tin can, and its engine caught fire. Its
slow movement back toward the Cathedral suggested people inside, still laboring
in the flame. 


Men and women ran right back out of the
newly-reclaimed southeast trench, leaving it to be smashed by the creeping
artillery. All of a sudden the Ayvartan battle line was contracting into a
circle formed by the closest trenches to the Cathedral.


“Chort vozmi!” Illynichna cursed.
“They’ve got their guns set up! Tell your driver to go! We must hurry and
spot for our own tubes so we can counter-fire!”


Chadgura stuck her hand out the side of the
bed through a hole in the tarp and signaled desperately. Up front the
driver floored the pedal, and the Half-Track screamed across Penance and out to
the connecting eastern road, putting several buildings between itself and the
Panzergrenadiers. Gulab could not tell whether the rumbling and noise related
to thunder or artillery. Both the fighting and the storm grew in intensity
all at once.


 


~ ~ ~


 


Within the Cathedral a large radio set beeped
and crackled, coming to life unbidden – the operator had become distracted
with the battle raging outside the doors to the nave.


“All units report, urgent.”


Nobody seemed to hear or reply.


“Army HQ has lost contact with the
Battlegroup Commander. We cannot confirm whether it may be related to the
storm. Have any units managed to make contact with the Commander within
the last hour? Repeat, Army has lost contact with Battlegroup Commander.
Commander’s unit was last reported to be part of a surveying mission near
Umaiha and Angba. Relay contact with the Commander back to Army signals.
Repeat–”










15.  Under A Seething Sky


 










28th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


City of Bada Aso – East of Penance


 


7th Day of the Battle of Bada Aso


 


Storm rains flowed freely over the streets,
washing through alleys and into drainage ditches and swelling into rivers in
miniature. Rain fell thick over ruins and debris, forming muddy puddles
wherever captured, and where the water found stable paths, it washed away
mounds of sand and dust. It washed through the skeletal remains of
buildings, removing the ash, and the grit, and leaving behind clean husks like
the discarded shells of cicada.


Overhead the flashing of lightning
bolts grew intense and concurrent enough to light the interiors of ruined
buildings for several seconds at a time. Power seethed inside roiling dark-blue
clouds, streaks of intense light tracing the sky like the veins of the storm.


Bada Aso’s promised storm had come, but it
did not slow the fighting. 


Whistling gusts, the cracking thunder
and crashing sheets of water overwhelmed the sound of rifles and guns
in the city’s southern districts. Despite the drowning out of the battle cries
and the deathly noise, the war continued unabated beneath the downpour.


Combat forces found each other anew across
the city. 


Some were still searching.


Under the buffeting air and the
deluge, an unarmored passenger car drove northbound at sixty
kilometers per hour. It navigated the roads straddling the industrial park,
searching the way to Penance and the Cathedral’s vulnerable northern
flank. There were four men atop. A driver, wiping water off his face; a radio
man, cloak wrapped around his pack radio; an officer, still wearing his peaked
cap in the rain; and a man with a Norgler machine gun,
scanning the dark buildings. Glances darted to their flanks whenever the
sky flashed.


They parked near the corner connecting their
road to the Cathedral park intersection, hiding the car on the street between
two ghastly buildings hollowed out by bombs. 


The Commander gave orders to the radio man,
who quickly began to transmit to the rest of the company, and then he
dismounted along with the gunner. They crept around the corner and peered down
the road with a pair of binoculars, but this proved folly. Dripping wet,
the commander wiped down his binoculars twice with his cloak and then with
his shirt, and peered again to no avail. He waved the gunner back around
the corner.


They returned and found the driver
now slumped over the wheel, and gore splashed across the windshield, while
the radio man hugged his sparking, burnt-out box to death.


A woman’s voice cried out under a clap of
thunder, “Halt!”


Behind them, Sergeant Chadgura and Illynichna
approached from the building door, their silenced carbines loaded and raised to
the men. From around the back of the car, Gulab and Jandi rose from cover
with pistols in hand and carbines at their back. The Commander raised his
hands over his head, while the Gunner dropped his Norgler on the ground.


“Auf den Boden!” Illynichna cried. 


She was speaking Nochtish to them so they
understood. 


Gulab did not know what she was saying
specifically but she had an idea, particularly when the men began to kneel in
place with their hands raised into the air. On their knees they were closer to
eye level, and Illynichna approached the prisoners and circled them.


Illynichna drew her pistol and shot the
gunner through one ear and out the other. 


He fell to the ground in front of the
Commander. 


From his wound free-flowing blood mixed with
rain traveling down into the drainage ditch. The Sergeant’s voice then
turned vicious, and she bared her teeth at the Commander.


“Wo sind die Haubitzen?” She said, smacking
the Commander across the back of the head with her pistol, and knocking off his
cap. It rolled into the drain. 


There was no answer from him.


She held the pistol behind the back of his
head, pressing the barrel against his scalp.


“Check him for plans.” Chadgura said, nodding
toward Gulab.


Gulab skirted the side of the car, pressed up
against the alley, and knelt in front of the Nochtish Commander. It was the
closest she had ever been to one of them. 


He was pale, very pale, and his eyes were a
sharp blue. 


Even Zungu folk
had more color to their skin than him. Beneath his cap he had dark yellow
hair, like the color of mustard, and he had a hooked nose and a shaven,
pockmarked face. His breath smelled like cigarettes. There was a strange look
in his eyes and mouth, as though this was a tedious inconvenience. He was
unafraid of them, unshaken.


“Half of you start laying down the
explosive mines along the road.” Illynichna said. “He probably radioed for a
convoy to advance earlier and he thinks he’ll be saved.”


The rest of the squadron walked out of
the building carrying satchel bags with explosive mines. They started
laying them along the road, in bumps and depressions and breaks, arranging them
in lines of three to cover as much road as they
could. Meanwhile Gulab spread open the man’s cloak, took his gun and
tossed it aside, and searched his pockets and his side satchel bag for maps and
documents she could use. 


There were a few folders and clippings and
she tried to get a quick look at them, using his cloak for cover, before
stowing them in her own bag to protect them from the pouring rain. It was
difficult and sloppy work and required her to breathe in far too much of his
smoke breath, and to hear his grumbling and to be far too near him.


She found a photo of a woman in his cigar
pocket; she discarded it in front of him. 


She did not want to look at something like
that for too long. 


She didn’t want to think about it, about him.


Gulab found him staring at her after the
fact, but he still said nothing and she never acknowledged him in return. He
was an enemy. But it was a very hateful glare.


“I think he’s got operational maps.” Gulab
finally shouted.


“You think?” Illynichna asked. She
looked like a little reaper in her poncho.


“I know he does! I know I found some! Is that
better?” Gulab replied.


“It is better.” Illynichna replied. “Let us
make haste then and see what we got.”


Once Gulab was clear from the man, Illynichna
shot him. 


He fell forward over the picture of who Gulab
assumed must have been his wife or girlfriend or lover; something like that. It
was pitiable, perhaps, but it was what it was.


“Hide the bodies in the back of the alley,
behind the building.” Chadgura ordered. She pointed out Private Dabo, and said,
“Drive the enemy car around the corner and hide it between two buildings. Their
convoy must drive past here fully unaware.”


Dabo climbed into the car, took the key
from the dead driver and started it. Chadgura and Illynichna heaved the
bodies of the radio man and the driver, while Gulab took the officer, and
Private Jandi the gunner, and they pulled them away. Every corpse left a trail
of blood behind it, but the downpour washed all the red away down the drainage
ditches. Gulab watched the blood flow downhill while pulling the dead Officer. 


Aided by the furious sky they left behind a
street more pristine than they found. 


For these men their final resting place would
be in a neat row behind the building, sat up against the wall with their legs
outstretched and their hands crossed over their laps. Illynichna carefully shut
the eyes of each man in turn and closed their slacking mouths.


“A corpse with eyes and mouth open serves as
a lens for demons.” Illynichna explained.


“I suppose it’s good to tread lightly. But we
should hurry.” Chadgura said.


Gulab had picked the Officer of anything
useful before, and she thought to search the other dead the same – but none of
her comrades had the same idea. Chadgura and Illynichna turned and
rushed out of the back alley, and Gulab hesitated at first. Those men
might have had more items in their bags that could be worth taking with her for
the fight ahead. 


She gave one long look at the
dead officer and his men, but then left them behind. 


She thought it best to side with Illynichna
on this one. 


Corpses might invite unsavory things, and it
was best not to linger near them.


Rain started falling at a sharp angle as the
wind gained strength, whipping their cloaks about. Once Private
Dabo returned from around the corner, the squadron
rushed further up the road and reconvened. They gathered in one of the the
second floor bedrooms of a little communal apartment building. Chadgura said
that it had once housed three small families, probably, so there was a lot of
room, and it was recently built and sturdy. It kept out the rain, certainly,
and it had received little damage from the bombing and fighting. Windows
on the second floor gave a good line of sight to the road stretching in front
of them.


“Corporal Kajari, let us look at those maps
now that we have shelter.” Chadgura said.


Gulab nodded. She reached under her cloak and
started to dig through her bag.


“Do you hear that?” Illynichna said suddenly.
“Keep quiet for a moment.”


In the calm between
thunderclaps they heard the sound approaching vehicles, their
clicking tracks and their engines, their rattling beds as they bobbed
along the damaged road.


Gulab moved forward and stood near the
window, and she peered out hastily, uneasily. She saw a tank approaching
with two half-tracks behind. It was the convoy, as Illynichna had predicted.
They approached along the northbound road, driving toward the corner into
the westbound road to Penance – just like the car they stopped a while
back.


“Light tank and two carriers, 30 men or
so.” Gulab said. “Approaching at full speed.”


She did not know the exact models, save for
the tank, of which she had seen drawings and a few old photos during training –
it was an M5 Ranger. Though she had not seen the carriers before their function
was obvious, given the load of soaking wet men riding them.


“200 meters out or so.” Gulab added. She was
getting better with distances.


“Likely a flanking force.” Chadgura replied.
“Looking to stretch out the line at the cathedral. They will approach via the
road our Half-Track took getting here. It appears their mechanized
forces are carrying out the inverse of our current plans.”


“Good. Let them keep driving.” Illynichna
said. She pointed at Gulab and gestured for her to crouch near the window.
“Keep an eye out but don’t let them see you.”


Gulab nodded her head and did as instructed. 


Her head was barely above the
windowsill.


She gestured with her fingers and hands to
the rest of the squad. “100 meters out.”


She could see the vehicles. Her heart sped up
as the tank came closer. 


One blast of its gun through the window could
be enough to put out the entire squad. Each half-track had a Norgler that would
shred anyone trying to escape via the door or a window, and there was no back
door. Should they be spotted they would be completely trapped inside. Though
the enemy was not checking all the buildings, Gulab thought that was only
because most of them were in ruins. Few buildings remained that stood proud,
and theirs was one of them. Her mind raced. Perhaps the convenience was not
worth it. 


Was it too conspicuous? But then again they
needed a place to read the maps! 


Gulab’s head raced with morbid thoughts.


“Fity meters.” She gestured. Her hands
started to shake. They were close.


Hurtling down from the sky a lightning
bolt hit an outdoor television antennae across the street. There was a
tremendous flash that startled the breath out of Gulab.


The M5 Ranger at the head of the convoy
stopped thirty meters from their house.


It raised its gun to the second floor level,
and began to swing its turret around.


Gulab choked and hid behind the wall.
She forgot to make the gesture for the current distance, but it did not matter.
Everyone knew what was happening now.


All around her Gulab saw the stony faces of
her comrades, and the determined, defiant look in Illynichna’s face. Lightning
briefly illuminated the room and their faces stood out, stark white like masks.
She started to mutter a prayer to the disparate gods of her people, to the
light and the spirits and the ancestors, to the goblins that became the rocks
along the mountain, to the powerful rock bears, and to the sky and its
various stars. 


To all things of power she cried silently,
desperately seeking their boons.


She waited, with a tension in her chest.
Illynichna pointed out the window.


Gulab peered again. Ahead of the stalled
convoy the M5 faced its turret across the street from her, toward the
ruined building with the charred antenna. Men in the bed of the half-tracks
talked among themselves, amused by the bolts from out the dark blue.


The M5 Ranger returned its gun to the neutral
position. Smoke contrails blew from its sides, and its tracks clicked again as
it trundled forward, picking up speed. The APC Half-Tracks followed, and the
convoy bypassed Gulab’s position entirely. She sighed with relief.


They headed instead for the
mines. Everyone waited quietly for the explosions.


Silence. Gulab peered carefully around the
edge of the window.


Past their building the tank drove through
the mined area without detonating a thing; behind it the half-tracks pushed
obliviously on, wheels driving over the bumps and across the cracks. They had
misjudged the width of the tank as well, and it drove between many of the mines
that had been planted closer to the street than to the center of the road.


“They’re not triggering any of the mines!”
Gulab said.


“Zaktnis! Keep watching!” Illynichna
said, in a hushed but angry tone.


Gulab looked out the window again, as
carefully as before.


She saw the tank almost to the corner where
they stored the bodies. Behind it the half-tracks were coming up on a part of
the road split in half by a perpendicular crack.


On the leading half-track the front wheels
sank briefly into the gap and then rose again propelled by a massive flame.
Under it a mine detonated, and the explosion launched the front wheels
into the air and turned the engine block into scrap metal. 


Whether the driver was charred or perforated
by burning debris Gulab could not tell. 


Several men fell from the vehicle and hit the
road, right atop more of the mines.


Behind them the second half-track stopped
suddenly, but its track crossed a pair of mines and
detonated, casting pieces of the track and bed into the air and nearly
flipping the vehicle back over front. All the men inside were caught in the
blast, and the driver was speared by shrapnel from the leading vehicle and his
own. There was a spectacular explosion as the mines started going off, each
triggered by the heavy debris thrown from another’s reaction. Smoke and
fire and steel spread across the road.


Ahead of the procession the tank
stopped. 


A hunk of flaming metal crashed next to
its track.


Without warning an explosion blew away its
left track. 


The M5 tried to move, but without a working
track it started to sway, and drove carelessly over a mine. This one detonated
more or less under the track. 


Smoke and fire erupted from the gun and blew
open the top hatches.


Gulab pulled away from the window. She
gestured with her hand along her neck.


After a moment of silence, Sgt. Chadgura
started to clap. She clapped her hands hard and loud for almost a whole minute,
her expressionless eyes fixated on her own crashing palms. She clapped so
vigorously that she nearly overcame the sound of thunder and her hands shook
from the effort when she stopped. She looked at them, her eyes glazed over.


“Enjoying the show, tovarisch?’ Sgt.
Illynichna gently asked.


Sgt. Chadgura raised her head and stared at
Illynichna, her eyes dull save for the little red rings, the evidence of her
training. There was a glint of recognition.


“Apologies. It helps me cope with stress.”
She tonelessly replied.


“I did not know, sorry. There are a lot of
myths about your kind.” Sgt. Illynichna said.


“Like many myths, they are partly
false and partly true. Truth shifts depending on the individual. Rest assured
that the fashion in which I experience stress will not impede my mission, and I
shall make unearthly effort not to stim in a compromising position.”


“Right, tovarisch komandir.” Sgt. Illynichna
replied. “Good to know.”


Safe from enemy vehicles for the moment, the
squadron stood in a circle around the center of the room. Gulab emptied out her
satchel and they sorted the contents. There were aerial photographs of Bada
Aso, taken during the air battle on the 22nd. A photograph of the southern
district’s western sector, around Penance, was marked up with pen around
the Buxa Industrial Park. There was also a map, with several places in Buxa
marked up in pen.


“Good, he was a Leutnant,”
Illynichna said. “We can split up and check these areas.”


“We have only two portable radios, so we must
divide into two teams.” Chadgura said.


“I need someone whose Ayvartan is clearer
than mine with me.” Illynichna said.


Chadgura turned to Gulab and patted her on
the shoulder. “Go with the Sergeant.”


Gulab’s shoulders hunched and her back
straightened like she’d felt a jolt of electricity.


“Are you sure?” She asked. She stared at Sgt.
Illynichna with obvious apprehension.


“You hunted game, didn’t you? And you’re a
good shot. Your voice is also much more emphatic than mine or the rest of the
squadron. You’d be a better fit.” Chadgura replied.


Sgt. Illynichna stared at Gulab with a sudden
interest. “Oh, so she was a hunter?”


Gulab rubbed the back of her head. “Well,
yes, I am, but I was only a humble village hunter, seeking out the horrible
Rock Bears of the Kucha.” She smiled, and laughed a little, and her tone took
on a character both humble and conceited all at once. 


She felt her head filling up with
fantasies, and her mouth started to carry her away. 


Various adjectives, most a touch unwarranted,
came unbidden to the tip of her tongue. 


Emboldened by the attention she continued to
speak. “I’m a skilled shot, I dare say, and indeed a master of navigating a
forested environment, but we are in a city, and I humbly suggest, my skills may
diminish in such an environment, considerable though they are!”


“She talks too much but I will take her.”
Sgt. Illynichna said. 


Chadgura nodded in agreement.


Gulab grumbled, saying a few well
I never’s and some fine be that way’s under her
breath. She crossed her arms and her face flushed in partial recognition of her
foolishness.


Each Sergeant formed a little group and
called a combat area. 


Buxa Industrial Park lay beyond the
block of buildings across the street from them. From the second floor they
could see the top of the factory chimneys in the various manufacturing
buildings. Chadgura took the largest group, six people, around half a
conventional squad, and she would hook around the back of the park where enemy
presence was smaller and there was much more cover. Sgt. Illynichna, a
self-proclaimed stealth expert, demanded a much smaller group –
only Private Jandi and Corporal Kajari would accompany the Svechthan
Sergeant. She seemed confident with these arrangements.


Both teams went over their assignments
together then split up to arrange plans. 


Everyone was armed with a laska silenced
carbine, chambered in a smaller round than they were used to, 5.56. They had
enough ammunition for several assassinations, but not enough for a sustained
firefight. Several squad members carried satchel charges or grenades. There
were still a few anti-tank explosive mines left over, in various’ members’
possession. There were silenced pistols in every holster. They had dark plastic
waterproof ponchos for the rainfall, and these offered little tactical
advantage but keeping them from sickness. Outside they would have to move
intelligently to keep hidden.


“We will go along the roads and make our way
up the front of the park. It is imperative that we not be seen or heard;
however both these senses are critically impaired in a storm. Nonetheless we
will move carefully and use the thunder to mask us. Got it okhotnik?”


Another word she didn’t understand. “Yes
ma’am Sergeant uh. Eel, uh, nick–?”


Sgt. Illynichna sighed. “If you’ve that much
trouble just call me Nikka.”


With that conundrum solved, everyone gathered
again, and quickly shared their plans.


They then made ready to depart into the
raging weather once more.


“Good luck, Charvi.” Gulab said. She patted
the Sergeant in her shoulder.


Chadgura stared at her blankly for a moment
before nodding her head.


“Thank you, Corporal.” She said. “Please
return safely.”


Gulab supposed that was the most emphatic
valediction she would receive.


Mission start; the handful of KVW
troops deployed to the Buxa sub-region ignored the carnage that had
raged and now simmered in the street and pressed on. There were no obvious
survivors around the minefield. Any survivors would likely be crippled. 


Across the street the squadron separated
into their two groups and moved further east between the buildings. Sgt.
Nikka’s group would be moving directly east to meet the western face of Buxa,
its “front,” while Sgt. Chadgura’s group would walk a greater distance,
rounding the north of the complex and making their way to its farthest
corners. Everyone took the most direct route, cutting right through alleys and
into building blocks.


Gulab’s footsteps splashed water over the
streets. 


Were it not for the drains the city would
probably flood. 


To get to Buxa Gulab, Jandi and Nikka crossed
a series of buildings. 


They crossed the building with the burnt-out
antennae; Gulab wondered if lightning could strike them. Past the buildings
along the street, through an alleyway, they found themselves faced with a
collapse. There was a burnt-out hulk of a Nochtish fighter plane, two adjacent buildings
collapsed around the wreck. There was only rubble, pieces of the plane
sticking out, and the merest suggestion of the former buildings, half a wall
here, an intact corner there. Debris formed an obstacle as large as the
buildings that preceded it.


Shouldering their carbines by the leather
straps, the trio climbed hand over hand over the steep, unstable mound. Rain
washed over the debris and made it slippery, but it somehow held together.
Gulab felt the rocks give a little when she put all her weight on them. She
supported herself by her arms and legs in equal measure to avoid backsliding.


Sgt. Nikka on the other hand climbed with
great skill, maneuvering her small body through the footholds and handholds
without missing a grab or dislodging a stone. She made her way to the top
before anyone, and took a knee, scanning the surroundings.


Overhead a bolt of lightning shot down from
the sky and seemed to stop short of them. From Gulab’s vantage, Sgt. Nikka’s
small body looked like another rock atop the mound. Gulab closed her eyes, and
climbed with her breath – she inhaled deep, reached up, let go the air, and
raised her leg, and repeated, mechanically, until she was at the top.


“Look ahead, Corporal, Private.” Sgt. Nikka
said, pointing the way forward.


Gulab knelt atop the mound, and peered out
into the sheets of rain. 


Beyond their mound it was just a short walk
to the next car road, and across from it, a strip of street straddling a long
fence. This fence separated the warehouses, the stacks of crates, the heavy
machinery, and the various factory yards of the Buxa complex. 


This collection of disparate buildings and
open spaces was home to workers who turned raw materials delivered to Buxa into
finished product, and the staff who sorted them out and sent them on their way
to various places in Adjar that lacked the infrastructure to produce them. From
her vantage, Gulab saw the facade mostly a long blocky concrete factory
building past the fence, with two wings off its sides, probably connected by
enclosed exterior halls to a central manufacturing area, where the chimneys rose
out of. 


It was a very functional-looking building,
and quite large.


“There’s our red circle. We’re going. Keep
tight.” Sgt. Nikka said.


Together the squadron climbed down the other
side of the mound. 


Gulab found it easier than climbing. She
could almost slide down. 


They stood at the edge of the street, hiding
in a building that was little more than an empty frame, its debris flushed out
into the street by the rainfall. Between their side of the street and the fence
the distance was eight or ten meters, and from there twenty meters to the
factory, once the fence was crossed. There were a few empty crates, tossed
about by the storm, but it was mostly open space from the fence to the factory.
There were a few figures in black rain capes, staggering along their routes in
the middle of the storm.


“Chyort
voz’mi.” Nikka cursed in a low voice.


“Not much cover out there.” Gulab said. “Do
we kill them before moving?”


“At this distance we may not be able to get
to the bodies of the dead guards in time to collect them and hide them. We
don’t know how tight their patrols are.” Sgt. Nikka said.


Lightning flashed, and the soldiers
patrolling the factory appeared in stark relief to their surroundings. Many of
them stopped to look at the sky above them. A few of them took cover near the
building, perhaps afraid of a bolt crashing down on them. 


Gulab identified around six of them within
supporting distance of each other, largely concentrated around the southern
edge of the factory and with a line of sight to the east.


“What about that?” Gulab asked, and pointed
out the manhole cover on the road.


“Do you think there’s a tunnel out to the
complex?” Sgt. Nikka asked. “It is my understanding most sewer systems are just
small pipes connected to the larger runoff under the streets. Would there be
anywhere the two of us can actually fit down there?”


“I don’t know, but Bada Aso’s sewer is very
old.” Gulab said. “I don’t know how it relates to the tunnel system that our
troops have been using, but it’s worth a shot, I think.”


Private Jandi spoke up. “Even if we don’t
find a tunnel into the factory, we could find a street approach that is less
crowded. Worth trying, over jumping the fence.”


“Then it is decided. Stack up by the side of
the street.” Sgt. Nikka said.


One by one the squadron members jumped out of
a window on the side of the ruined building and hid in the alleyway. They
waited for the sky to thicken again with lightning bolts, the noise and
raging color once again unsettling the guards. 


Under this show the trio moved quickly
into the road. 


Gulab and Jandi lifted the manhole cover by a
pair of catches, and set it aside. Sgt. Nikka shone a battery light into the
hole briefly, then jumped down and splashed into the water – Gulab and Jandi
looked at one another, one puzzled, the other inexpressive, and silently agreed
to descend via the staircase. They quickly replaced the manhole cover
once inside, leaving hopefully no trace of their passing. Electric torches went
on immediately.


Down in the sewer, storm waters rushed downhill
along the tunnel, and rose almost to Gulab’s knees. They could stand in it, but
only just barely. And for Sgt. Nikka, the water was over her knees, and she had
to exert more considerable effort to remain upright. There were iron handholds
on the walls, and they grabbed on to them for support. 


They could not see the footholds under the
rushing water – from the staircase, there was a platform, which they stood on,
and between it and the platform on the other side of the sewer tunnel there was
a channel for the normal level of water that was now flooded. 


One wrong step and they could be swept
downstream.


“I’ve got a hook in my pack, pick it up,
attach a rope, and give it.” Sgt. Nikka said.


Gulab nodded. She briefly let go of the
handholds, and while struggling against the current, picked out the hook from
Nikka’s pack, and attached it to rope from her own. She handed the implement
back. The Sergeant inspected the knot, and found it satisfactory.


“Now shine your light on the other side of
the room, over the handholds.” She said.


Responding, Gulab aimed the beam of her
electric torch to the handholds across the channel. Sgt. Nikka allowed the hook
to hang a little slack, holding it by the rope. She swung it, flicking her
wrist, five times, letting loose more rope, before throwing. She cast the hook
up against the wall, and it slid down the rock and caught on to the handhold.
The Sergeant pulled the rope, testing that it had a good strong grip, and tied
it to her handhold.


“We can use it to cross now.” She said. “Keep
hold of the rope and watch your step.”


Sgt. Nikka went first. She held the rope, a
thick sturdy hemp rope, and walked slowly, step by step, testing the ground
with the tip of her foot before setting it down. 


When she came to the channel, she dipped her
foot, and then the other, hanging off the rope, and she pulled herself little
by little to the other side. She lifted her foot, set it on the other side, and
walked up to the handholds. Gulab followed her movements. 


She now had a better idea of where the
channel was, and knew the exact distance it covered, so her own steps were more
confident. She hung by the rope, and made her way gingerly, finding a solid
foothold on the other side and establishing herself well.


Once situated, she waved her arm and signaled
for Private Jandi to cross.


“Don’t worry comrade, I will catch you if
anything goes wrong.” Gulab said amicably.


Private Jandi nodded. 


She backed up, and took a sudden running leap
across the channel.


She landed without incident right beside Sgt.
Nikka. 


There was barely a splash of water in her
wake, and she hardly needed the rope to remain on her feet. Gulab blinked with
astonishment at the reckless leap.


“Don’t do things your own way next time,
Private!” Sgt. Nikka said, sounding annoyed.


“I thought she wanted me to jump. She said
she would catch me.” Private Jandi said.


“She didn’t say that at all!” Sgt. Nikka
replied. “I don’t understand you people!”


They followed the handholds through the water
rushing against their feet, and waded toward a branch in the old sewer.
This was the way closer toward the factory. Barren black stone rose all around
them, and it would have been nearly pitch black without their electric
torches. Built hundreds of years ago and renovated piecemeal, the Bada Aso
combined sewer contained many passages. The tunnel was large enough that
they could stand fully erect in any spot. Gulab suspected there were
probably many large passages meant for maintenance. There were pipes
running all across the walls and ceiling.


Ahead the tunnel forked left, and taking this
tunnel west, they saw slivers of light in the distance. They found a steep
stone slide across the sewer channel. It was tinged a strange color, and
smelled. Water descended into the sewer channel from a grating at the
top of the slide, five meters high. Gulab strained her eyes, but could not
really make out anything outside the grating. Certainly it led somewhere in
Buxa that needed to drain water.


“Don’t smell too much. I think this was an
old chemical disposal.” Nikka said. “It probably spent decades becoming
encrusted with filth. It still smells toxic to me.”


“What? Chemicals? Right into the runoff?”
Gulab asked in shock.


Sgt. Nikka did not answer. She stepped
forward, and found a foothold where the channel should be – there was a plate
there to bridge platforms. She led the squadron to the slide, and procured a
new hook. Jandi offered her rope. The Sergeant swung skillfully at the grate,
and caught the hook between the gaps. She offered the rope to Gulab, who
climbed behind her, with Nikka in the rear. They sidled up to the grating.
Nikka turned around, putting her back to the slide, and looked up and out
through the grate.


“I don’t see a guard. We’re in some kind of
empty vat that water’s coming down on. We can probably climb out of it. Come
on, and be quick about it.” Nikka said. 


Gulab acknowledged and climbed up to her, and
together they managed to push the heavy grate up and out, while pinning the
hook between the grate and the floor above for support. They climbed out of the
sewer, collected the hook, and assembled anew. 


They were indeed inside some kind of massive
vat, under a porous tin roof, through which much of the rain came down
unhindered. Nikka threw the hook again, and they climbed up and out of the vat,
and jumped down. Gulab landed hard on her side and squirmed, while Nikka and
Jandi rolled harmlessly against the floor and stood again.


Gulab winced. The fall had knocked the breath
from her, and she was slow to stand. 


She looked around in a haze for a few
moments, taking stock. 


They were in the factory warehouse, where
products and tools from the factory were stored. There were stacks of steel
containers, and dormant tractors and forklifts, and several vats like the one
they climbed, affixed to the ground and connected to rusting pipe. 


Perhaps this warehouse had once been a
chemical facility indeed. 


While most of the heavy machinery of the
nearby factory had been evacuated, there was still product in this
warehouse that had been left behind. There were small parts scattered about,
metal plates in stacks, and industrial vehicles that had nowhere to go.


Sergeant Nikka gave Gulab her breather, then
ordered everyone to move out.


“Carbines up. We’ll get to the second story
of the factory and look around from that vantage. We should be able to see
those howitzers from there. Hold your fire unless I say otherwise. Should I
issue a kill order, shoot as precisely and silently as possible.”


Nikka drew her Laska carbine and looked
over its iron sights as she crept slowly forwards, moving in decisive, careful
steps. Gulab and Jandi followed as stealthily as they could. Rain was still
coming down on them almost as strongly as it had outside the warehouse. This
was, for once, something to be thankful for. Much like it washed away the blood
from the streets, the rain was chipping away the grime and the smell from them.


Gulab hoped nothing in that last grating
was truly toxic, and if it was, that its effects had dulled away with
time. She would rather be shot by the enemy than to die in a sick bed from
rummaging in a sewer. Hopefully it was not the local unions that had allowed
this.










28-AG-30 Penance Road – Cathedral of Penance


 


Equipment quality varied wildly in the
Territorial Army. 


Adesh had looked through the cloudy aiming
scopes of enough direct-fire guns to know that this was a part with low
priority, and yet the traverse equipment was always smooth and easy to use. He
had been told once that many of their anti-tank explosive shells had a weak
powder load, because the best powder charges were kept reserved for the
anti-aircraft and long-range artillery branches, and he could believe that,
having hefted around both the sleek, shiny, powerful AA ammo, and the simple
and off-puttingly light shells for his current gun. He also knew that many
of their bullets were made in small workshops rather than the big glamorous
factories that were shown in the pamphlets. 


None of it was perfect. Priorities shifted,
and resources allocated shifted with them.


However, the rations were always good
quality food in his opinion. 


Red Paneer was Adesh’s favorite, and it never
disappointed. 


It was spiced well, and if one followed the
instructions it would never end up too watery, and the cheese was never gummy,
nor were the vegetables too mushy. Food was seen as crucial for everyone, and
given the same care as those big artillery shells.


Circumstances, however, could render the dish
difficult to savor. 


Around Adesh the walls and ceiling of the
Cathedral rumbled from the artillery pummeling the surrounding area. Enemy
howitzers had been shelling the area extensively, smashing dozens of holes
into the land between Penance Road and the Cathedral. Shells occasionally
hit the steps, or the roof, or fell just short of a trench. Mostly they fell
into open earth, hitting nobody while denying the territory to everybody.
This shelling brought the battle to a standstill and prevented either side from
engaging the other. 


Thunder and shellfalls kept everyone quite
awake and anxious.


The Cathedral nave was crowded. Wounded men
and women (and a couple perhaps not grown enough to be referred to as such)
were set down wherever there was space.


They cried through grit teeth as medics
extracted bullets and shrapnel from their flesh, most in cold blood. Morphine
was reserved for the amputees. For those with particularly bad flesh
wounds, their only mercy was to be rendered very drunk with liquor while the
medics sewed up gashes the length of forearms. They lay dazed, their faces
expressing a kind of almost spiritual delusion as they bled on their green
sheets. 


It made Adesh shudder. 


He saw a drunken woman laughing weakly as
pieces of metal were picked out of her back; and a man with his cheek
lacerated, delirious with pain and fever as the medics closed his exposed
jaw. He saw big black bruises and horrible bubbling yellow burns.


Adesh sat in a corner, his hexamine burner
extinguished but still smoking and stinking, spooning red broth and hunks of
cheese into his mouth, and chewing, slowly and deliberately, his stomach
roiling from nerves and the mixed smell of chemicals and blood. 


Keeping his eyes down he avoided seeing too
much of the wounded and the fighting.


Soon he started to feel dizzy from
the stress, the dire atmosphere, from the nasty smells and the pitiable
sounds. His eyes teared up and his lids turned heavy. 


His vision swam and he started to nod
involuntarily. 


Before he let himself go into the black,
a familiar voice jolted him awake.


“Adesh, it’s almost our turn again. Rahani
wants us to eat and make ready.”


Nnenia appeared; her right sleeve was cut
open, exposing a white, bloody bandage around her upper arm. She sat next to
Adesh, undid the black plastic tie holding back her shoulder-length hair,
nonchalantly unbuttoned her jacket, and quickly ripped open her own ration. She
ignored the entree in the box – instead she spooned bullion paste over hardtack
biscuits, and bit into that.  She washed each biscuit down with water from
her canteen. 


Adesh had never seen anyone do that. He
thought the paste was there for soup. 


Nnenia seemed indifferent to its taste. She
chewed calmly and swallowed quickly.


“How is that?” Adesh asked. He felt a little
guilty about his pot full of broth.


“It’s fine.” Nnenia said through a big
mouthful of bouillon paste. This was followed by a long silence.
Nnenia was always a little terse and quiet and had an apathetic demeanor.


“You look like you’re doing well despite the
circumstances.” Adesh said. He tried to smile and make a little conversation.
He was close to going mad from the tension. “What’s your secret? Even back then
you were so calm.” He hesitated to expound upon what he meant by ‘back then’.
He still felt a lingering discomfort about his behavior during the event.


Though the question did not seem to rattle
her, she put off answering it. She swallowed her food, put down the rest of the
ration package beside her, and started pulling up her hair again. Her hair was
wavy and stuck out in places, particularly her bangs. 


She pulled it back into a bun.


“I,” Nnenia hesitated for a moment. “Well, I
really don’t think that I,” she paused again. She glanced around the room at
the wounded and the medics, and she looked at the closed iron doors, and
took a sullen expression. She mumbled, “Maybe I’ve seen worse.”


Adesh had barely heard what she said, and did
not trust his own reckoning of it.


“Oh, sorry, I think I was dozing off again
Nnenia, I didn’t hear–”


Eshe dropped in beside them then, surprising
them both. He sat down beside Nnenia and struggled to open a ration pack. He
tried to smile, but he was breathing heavily and sweating. “Hujambo.
Sorry if I’m late to the muster, I was trying to help out around the sickbeds.
It was bad there though. Medics told me to leave, said I was looking
disturbed.”


He fumbled with the package lid, trying to
hold the box between his sling and chest.


“Let me get that for you,” Nnenia said. She
ripped open the package for him. She split open the bag of biscuits for him,
and pulled his canteen from its holster inside his jacket.


“I’m sorry.” Eshe said. He lifted a biscuit
to his mouth with his good hand. 


His other arm was still in a sling from all
the abuse it took during their miraculous escape from the dive-bombers on the
22nd of the Gloom. He had carried Adesh around the park, saving him from a fire
and Adesh had rewarded him by deliriously thrashing in his arms and freshly
banging up his wounds even more than they were. 


Everything that followed was equally
ignominious.


If anything, Adesh felt it should have been
him still apologizing to them.


“You don’t have to apologize, it is fine.”
Nnenia replied. “No trouble at all.”


Eshe laughed. It was a choppy laugh, almost a
cough; a very sour and sick kind of sound. He had tears in his eyes. “I’m
always being kind of a nuisance to you, aren’t I?”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about at
all.” Nnenia replied sharply. “Did you have any of that dark liquor from the
medics? You do look disturbed. Settle down.”


“No, it’s the smells. It smells like molten
plastic and blood. It’s sickening.” Eshe said.


“Then keep your head down.” Nnenia gently
said. ”You don’t have to fight anymore.”


“I’d feel like a load if I didn’t do something.”
Eshe said, shaking his wounded arm.


“Listen to her.” Adesh said. “You won’t return
to form unless you rest a little. And besides, isn’t there some army regulation
on injured people on the front lines?”


“Spirits defend, that’s the kind of person
I’ve become, isn’t it? Everyone thinks they can only talk to me by the books.”
Eshe said. He was both laughing and weeping a little.


“We love you that way.” Adesh added, in a
voice like one would use on a baby.


“But it is true, that is what you’ve become.”
Nnenia bluntly replied.


“I just think we ought to do things right, to
help us do the best we can.” Eshe replied.


“Then lay down before you hurt yourself!”
Nnenia shouted.


As soon as Nnenia spoke up the floor
rumbled, and everyone gave a jump. 


For a ridiculous second Adesh thought it had
finally happened, and Eshe had brought the wrathful God from inside Nnenia out
of hiding, but it could not have been her. There was a deep, reverberating
noise muffled by the rock, but clearly coming from the basement.


 It was
like a bomb had gone off under them. 


Adesh knew it was entirely unrelated to the
shelling.


“Stay here!” Adesh said. Nnenia and
Eshe nodded their heads in confusion.


He swallowed the rest of his broth
in a long gulp and hurried downstairs to investigate.


 He
broke into a run to the other side of the nave and took the door on the right
wall, and there was an outer hallway with stained glass windows, and stairs
leading up and down in opposite sides of the room. He made for the basement,
but found the way down was crowded by men and women pulling up strange pieces
of green-painted metal – there was a group of two women with a very long tube,
and a man with a wheel in one hand and a muzzle brake in the other, and two men
with a heavy machine block.


“Hujambo, you here to give us a
hand?” Asked a man at the bottom of the steps.


Too surprised to reply coherently, Adesh
nodded rapidly.


Adesh grabbed hold of the long tube and
helped the women to maneuver it into the hall, and then out into the nave near
the doors. They set the tube down, and Adesh stood and watched the rest of the
pieces being brought out and piled up. 


An engineer, trailing behind them, started to
direct everyone else as they assembled the machine. She told them all that
it was a gun, a 122mm howitzer. They had brought it in pieces through the
tunnels. Then they collapsed the tunnel behind them.


That tube was the gun barrel, and the machine
block the breech and firing controls. It had a wheel connected to parts that
handled the elevation, but traverse was still entirely a matter of lifting
weapon and pushing it left or right. First the engineering squad set the parts
together on the floor, then they painstakingly raised the gun onto its
wheeled carriage once that piece had been pulled free of the basements stairs
and the outer hallway.


Finally the last of the new arrivals left the
basement. 


Lieutenant Purana walked in from the outer
hall and offered a solemn “Hujambo,” to the troops
around. He was a tall man with skin like polished bronze and very curly
hair, and a boyish youthful face. His brow was furrowed with worry. As a Jr.
Lieutenant he had commanded forces under Major Nakar at the border and did well
for the circumstances. 


Because Lt. Bogana was badly wounded and
admitted to the hospital, the independent artillery batteries once under
his command were shuffled into Purana’s 6th Ox Rifles instead. Adesh had had
little contact with the man, but he was inclined to think of him as a good
commander. After all, here he was, in the thick of it with his battered troops.


The Lieutenant waited until an assessment was
done on the condition of the gun. 


Engineers inspected their own handiwork,
lightly greased the parts, inspected the breach and barrel, and gave their
reports on every part of the process. Everyone and everything was very quiet
during this time. Adesh heard no more shelling or shooting outside, and even
their wounded comrades seemed to find a momentary piece. 


It was an eerie, tense calm.


The Lieutenant turned to address the people
at the back of the nave, around the sickbeds, and gathering around the
howitzer. He raised his hand and waved everyone to attention. “We need to
start evacuating everyone badly wounded but stable enough to travel. There are
two half-tracks out back, and one more Goblin tank intact enough to escort
them. Nocht still hasn’t encircled us, but we can’t take any chances. Let’s get
our comrades out.”


He clapped his hands and the medics began to
assess the wounded and set up stretchers.


“However,” he added, looking around the faces
standing before him, “I’m going to have to ask the lightly wounded and anyone
who can fight to remain behind. If you can stand and you’ve got a good arm then
I need you here, even if just for support tasks. We have to stay here and
hold the line for our comrades, and then secure our own way.”


There were no protests. Adesh thought he saw
a few grumbling faces, but if there was discontent, it was not spoken. In his
own mind there was not a thought given to retreat. He was scared, certainly,
but he felt he had already proven too craven in other circumstances.


Unbidden, an image of the dive-bomber flashed
across his mind. 


He had seen it coming down from far above and
he choked. 


It cost lives and it still hurt; it still
haunted him. Even if he died he had to stay here. The Lieutenant was staying –
so was he. He could not abandon his comrades.


He figured there were similar thoughts
occurring to all those minds around him.


“As you were,” the Lieutenant said, “I’ll
give assignments shortly, comrades.”


Nodding heads; the crowd dispersed back to
the corners of the nave. The Lieutenant returned to his engineers at the side
of the 122mm howitzer, being pushed near to the doors. Eshe and Nnenia
joined Adesh in standing at the periphery of these events.


“What’s going on Adesh?” Eshe asked. “What is
that thing they brought?”


“It’s a big gun. They brought it in from the
tunnels.” Adesh said.


“Alright, let’s get ready to fire on the
road.” Lt. Purana declared suddenly. “Our line artillery in the west is under
silence until the KVW complete their mission in the east, but this gun can be
used as a direct-fire weapon from here, and it won’t compromise the battery’s
position. It’s got enough firepower to kill any Nocht vehicle here.”


Engineers approached the heavy metal doors to
the Cathedral to open them again. They had been shut after the first trench
line fell, to protect the troops gathering inside. No sooner had they
approached however that the doors shook from a deafening blast that erupted
from right outside them. Its force and noise was barely contained by the
thick concrete and stone walls. Adesh fell on his rump with surprise, and the
engineers near the gun scrambled away in a panic. Everyone by the door fell
back from it with surprise, but the front of the Cathedral resisted the blasts,
and nobody inside was hurt save from clumsy accidents.


Lt. Purana was shaken but stood his ground
unsteadily. 


He took a portable radio and called out.


“What happened out there?” He asked. “Did the
artillery hit the gun line?”


They had spotters on the spires along with
the snipers, and one of these men radioed back to the Lieutenant. Adesh heard
his voice screaming through the radio. 


“An assault gun, driving up! It got all our
guns and lit up the ammo in a single shot!”


“Fire on its tracks and try to slow it down.”
Lt. Purana said. He put down the radio and bit his thumb, staring around
the room and pacing a few steps to the left and right.


Nnenia and Eshe helped Adesh to stand. 


They watched in a daze, as
the smoke seeped in under the crack of the Cathedral doors. Adesh felt his
head fill with a mix of guilt and worry and sickness. He thought he would throw
up. That could have been them! Had they switched any earlier, they could have
all been pulverized, and nobody inside the Cathedral would even bear witness to
their last moments! But no, it was not simply those crews at that moment who
could have died. 


All along, anyone who stood outside those
walls could be killed by anything. A stray bullet, a creeping artillery
barrage, or the cruel gun of a tank – it was a miracle Adesh was even alive
right now. He felt an irrational vulnerability that brought tears to his eyes.


Once again he lived where others had died,
and again by no will of his own.


He was not the only one shaken up. 


Everyone save the drunk and the delirious was
quiet.


“Orders sir?” an engineer asked. The 122mm
was fully assembled behind them.


Lt. Purana acknowledged him. He turned to the
doors and pointed the engineers toward them. “Open the way for a moment but be
ready to shut the doors again quick.”


Purana’s engineering team nodded their heads
and stacked up by the doors, three at each side. They left their tools and
heavy equipment, including a flamethrower, welding tools, a grease gun, and
other volatiles, hidden around the corners of the nave, away from the fuss. At
his command they opened the doors, pushing with their shoulders and sides all
at once to throw them open, then grabbing hold of the rings to pull it back. 


For a brief moment Adesh, his mind clouded
with sick thoughts of his own frailty, stared out into a field illuminated by
raging thunderbolts and coated in blood and mud. Soon as this vision struck
him the doors shut again, and shut hard, and everyone inside put their
hands to their mouths or averted their eyes, or muttered desperate prayers.


Atop the stairs leading to the Cathedral
their old gun lay in pieces, and the 45mm and the partner 76mm were heavily
damaged by shrapnel and flame and utterly unusable.


Scattered human debris lay in stark contrast to
the charred black metal.


Nnenia closed her eyes, while Eshe started
turning yellow. 


Adesh kept staring at the doors.


Images lingered in Adesh’s mind even after
the doors shut. 


Outside the field that was once green was
battered into a muddy honeycomb of shell craters. Rain filled the trenches. Men
and women in the second line fought valiantly, nearly chest-deep in water,
their surroundings torn apart by shell-falls. They fired their submachine guns
and light machine guns and their long rifles continuously downrage at the
panzergrenadier troops, positioned in the remains of the first trenches and
around the remains of their first wave of vehicles. There were bodies and their
parts, from both sides, indistinct, floating atop the crater ponds or in the mud.
The M3 Assault Gun, newly arrived, started to make its way past the first
trench and directly toward the Cathedral. 


The enemy solidified its grip on the
roads, and assembled for a new push.


Lt. Purana turned his back on the doors and
addressed the room. 


“We need a new gun crew!”


Behind the crowd forming near the sickbeds,
Corporal Rahani raised his hand overhead and jumped up and down. He walked
out to the front of the nave, pulling Kufu along. The Corporal’s signature
flower had been shaken right off his hair.


He had replaced it with a paper flower
instead. 


His face was a bit dirty with soot from their
turn at the gun. He stood in front of Adesh, Nnenia and Eshe, nodding his head
lightly to them. He visibly strained to smile.


“Corporal Rahani, reporting for duty sir. My
crew is ready.” He said. 


Rahani saluted the Lieutenant.


Lt. Purana nodded to him. “Take your
positions on the gun.”


From the door one of the engineers protested.
“Lieutenant, whether we have a crew or not, we can’t fire effectively from in
here. And if we open the doors too long we then we open everyone in here to one
of those blasts, in a confined space. We should rethink this.”


“You assembled the gun, Engineer Sergeant.
Now leave the rest to me.” Lt. Purana said. “We will open the doors long enough
to fire, and shut them again behind each shell.”


There were whispered protests from the door,
but the engineers resigned themselves to this plan. They had gotten the
dirtiest and most dangerous job of all. At close range that assault gun would
bang open those doors with one shot, and crush everyone behind them.


Corporal Rahani hesitated a moment, then
spoke. “Sir, I’m afraid it is correct that we will have difficulty ranging the
gun effectively if we must fire during this limited window.”


“I can fire it effectively.”


Adesh found himself speaking up. He barely
acknowledged having done it. He thought all the words were in his mind, that
they had never left his tongue. Then everyone’s eyes in the room seemed fixed
on him, and this time it was not because they thought he looked ‘cute, like a
secretary.’ Everyone seemed to await an explanation and Adesh was still sick
and scared, shaking, tearing up in the eyes. Still despite himself he kept
managing to speak.


“I can remember the field, I can tell the
distances. I can range the gun after every shot. I just need to be able to see
out the door briefly as I fire, and to see some of the effect.” Adesh said.
Everything was still imprinted on his mind, the mud, the road, the treeline,
the corpses, chunks of flesh– he choked up a little. Corporal Rahani
stared at him quizzically.


Lt. Purana glanced over Adesh, and turned
sharply toward Rahani. “Well, I don’t have a lot of options, but this sounds
like a reach. Do you stand by this gunner, Corporal?”


Corporal Rahani gave him a worried look. 


Adesh stood unsteadily, he was crying, his
nose felt cold and probably dripped, and he felt utterly irrational, without a
sense of what any of his parts were doing in relation to any other. He felt a
brimming sensation under the skin of his shoulders and along his spine,
behind his neck. He was nervous, his knees were weak. Corporal Rahani was the
nicest officer he had ever served under – perhaps he would find it nicer
to leave Adesh out of this, in the sorry state that he was, than to subject him
to the cruelty another battle.


This kindness would be gravely misplaced.
Adesh tried to look him in the eyes with determination, tried to say something
that could convey his need to fight.


But he did not have to do it himself. Suddenly
he felt a soft pressure over his shoulder and back. Nnenia and Eshe were
at his sides, helping him stand taller.


“He can do it, commander.” Nnenia said.
“Adesh is a skilled gunner.”


“He shot a plane out of the sky on the 22nd.”
Eshe added. “Shot two, even.”


Had Adesh really done anything of the sort?
He did not attribute those kills to himself. All he did was hit switches at the
correct moment. His ranging was very minimal. But he lived inside himself –
maybe he just never saw his own strength.


Friends at his side, Adesh found a few shaky
words. “I am ready to for mission orders.”


Corporal Rahani smiled; and this time it was
an uncomplicated smile.


He addressed the superior officer with
newfound confidence. 


“I vouch for him in the strongest terms,
Lieutenant. He is a magnificent gunner. Allow him to range the gun and fire. I
will limit my involvement to loading and calling.”


Lt. Purana nodded and stepped aside without
further protest.


Though the gun was bigger, the crew took much
the same positions as they had on their old 76mm. Kufu stood on the right, an
apathetic expression his face, but nonetheless ready to lift the right leg of
the gun. Nnenia took the left leg, in case they needed to turn it together.
Adesh stood behind the firing mechanism and the elevation wheel, while Corporal
Rahani knelt near the breech with a crate of shells. Eshe stood off to the
side. 


Eshe’s injured arm prevented him from
helping. But he tried to smile, and he raised his good arm to Adesh in a little
cheering gesture. Adesh nodded back.


He still felt like he would lose his dinner,
but he had gotten his chance.


Beside him, Corporal Rahani looked up from
the corner of his eyes. 


His expression was soft and gentle,
maternal even. 


When Adesh made eye contact, he winked
surreptitiously at him.


“We’re all scared, Adesh. Don’t let it stop
you. We can work it out as a unit.”


Corporal Rahani said this under his
breath, but in a gentle and affirming tone, almost soothing enough by
itself. Then he made the first call, “Loading high explosive!” He raised the
shell to the breech and punched it into position. Then he locked the breech
manually with a lever and wheel, readying the gun to fire. A pull of a chain
would set it off.


This was an old weapon, devoid of amenities,
but powerful.


“Open the doors!” Adesh called out. He
stammered through the words.


The engineers put their shoulders into the
door and as one they forced open the doors. Adesh pulled the trigger chain the
instant there was enough clearance. He felt the air stir and the earth shake,
the powerful recoil travelling through the gun and passing a deep rumbling
right down his arms and into his ribcage. A deafening noise escaped the weapon,
and a gas shout out like the shape of a cross from the muzzle brake. Downrange
the shell hurtled over the ground and crashed into the upper side of the
advancing assault gun.


Ahead the doors shut, but Adesh had not lost
his view of the field. 


It was all in his memory, stored in a snap
second. 


He saw the fuzzy outline of the assault gun
in his mind, reduced to a heap of scrap metal, its tracks fallen aside, its
roof collapsed, its gun sent flying in pieces across different directions, its
engine covered in a dancing wisp of flame. He saw the muddy, uprooted terrain
that was once the green field, and the gray uniforms beginning to charge from
across it, leaving the hulks of cover of various dead vehicles all at once.


“Vehicle down!” Adesh said. “You can confirm
it during the next shot!”


Lt. Purana looked at him with confusion, but
said nothing. 


Corporal Rahani reset the breach, discarding
the spent shell and loading the next explosive shell into the cannon. Adesh
ordered the cannon moved a specific amount of degrees left once it was properly
loaded, and Nnenia and Kufu repositioned the gun as quickly as they could
under the circumstances. He then called for the doors, and the doors were
opened anew; at his command a second shell soared from inside the
cathedral, crossing the mud, overflying Penance road and crashing into the
opposing street.


Again the doors slammed shut.


“Kill confirmed on the assault gun.” One
engineer said.


While Lt. Purana and the engineers stood in
awe, the 122mm shell exploded between several vehicles parked across the
street giving succor to the mechanized troops. 


It blasted the side of a tank that had been
lazily firing its 37mm gun across the field at the Cathedral. Piercing shrapnel
flew from the wreck and split the engine block on a nearby car. Fragments
shredded to bits a half-track’s troop bed and the men inside. 


While the fire and force was contained to the
street, a burst of hot metal from the shell and chunks of the destroyed
vehicles flew dozens of meters at incredible speeds. 


Metal shrapnel flew far enough to hit men
along the rear of the enemy charge, and many fell forward and back in
great pain, their legs clipped by fragments; men just arriving at Penance Road
suddenly met a shower of metal and fell aback, injured and confused.


Adesh might not have seen all of this, but
there was enough of a picture in his memory to infer it. He saw glimpses of
everything, and they melded to form the events.


“You can add some dozen odd men across the
street to that.” Adesh replied.


“You’ve a more gifted eye than I ever
imagined.” Corporal Rahani whispered to him.


Adesh scratched his hair nervously. 


It was difficult to imagine that this could
be a gift – he thought the slow sharpening of his senses toward danger was a
curse, that it was a burden for him to notice all these things and then freeze
in fear and weep with anxiety. Now it had suddenly become his advantage.


Radios started to buzz, from across the room
and in Lt. Purana’s satchel.


The Lieutenant withdrew his radio and
answered the call.


“Has the artillery had noticeable effect?” He
asked. He awaited the response, and nodded to himself, looking at Adesh while
speaking. “Keep firing, we’ll break that charge.”


“Orders sir?” Adesh asked. His voice was
trembling a little again.


“Our comrades in the trench believe this is
our best opportunity to evacuate their wounded and rotate in fresh troops.” Lt.
Purana said. He turned around briefly, and called for two squadrons of troops
to ready themselves to rush to the trenches. He then addressed Adesh again.
“We’re leaving the doors open this time, so stay behind that gun shield.”


“Yes sir!” Adesh saluted. Corporal Rahani
saluted as well.


Around the nave men and women in varying
states of injury and health gathered their rifles and packs, and assembled
themselves hastily. A squadron of ten assembled on both sides of the door
along with the engineers. Outside the trench troops got ready to leave with
their wounded. Corporal Rahani had the gun pushed farther backward, and Adesh
altered the elevation with Nnenia’s help, descending the gun as low as it would
go. It was not a weapon explicitly meant for direct fire, but it would have to
overcome that shortcoming.


When the trench troops gave their signal, the
doors slammed open, not soon to close; the two squadrons charged out in
opposing directions and the engineers let go of the iron rings on the doors and
joined them, brandishing their submachine guns, taking to the gun wrecks
for cover and spraying down the field to help defend the charge. From the
trenches men and women rose with wounded and unconscious comrades in hand, and
under fire they then stepped from cover and ferried the bodies toward the
cathedral.


Opposing them was a field of gray uniforms. 


Panzergrenadiers ran out of their own
hiding places in droves, their thick light blue and dark gray attire sopping
wet. They had made it halfway through the field, brandishing rifles and light
machine guns. Vicious men took to their knees and aimed for the trenches when
the doors swung open, challenging the evacuating troops with merciless gunfire.



Able comrades began to join the wounded
themselves, as they were caught escaping the trench with friends in their arms
and fell tragically into the mud along with their wards. Under mounting fire
many comrades stopped mid-dash and pulled along the freshly wounded, risking
their lives to protect twice as many as they had first meant to.


Snipers split open the necks and faces of
many aggressors, and the engineers fired relentlessly on the tide, but they
could not keep up with the volume threatening the trenches.


“Shell loaded!” Corporal Rahani shouted.


“Firing!” Adesh called out. He activated the
firing pin.


The shell cruised just over the wrecks atop
the Cathedral staircase, and the engineers hidden behind them; it overflew the
dashing men and crashed in the middle of the field, spraying fragments in every
direction and leaving behind a muddy meter-deep crater.


Dozens of men close to the explosion were
hurled to the mud, while men as far as fifteen meters in every direction were
shredded by the fragments, and fell back with their chests and faces and backs
coated in red, twitching in the brackish pools. After that distance the
fragments lost power, but the explosion threw the entire charge into disarray. 


Many Panzergrenadiers dropped to their
bellies reflexively, and dove into the flooded shell craters recently left by
their own howitzers. Only the men farthest ahead kept running.


Those still running had bayonets ready for a
brawl.


At the Cathedral doors the first of the
evacuating trench troops arrived. Some of them had a comrade over both
shoulders and over their backs, carrying as many people as physically possible,
and these monumental figures collapsed from the stress and effort the moment
they made it past Adesh’s howitzer. Both the wounded and the shocked were
pulled away to the nave for treatment and potential evacuation from the battle
altogether.


With them the enemy was almost at the
steps of the Cathedral, rushing through the fire with grim determination.
 Fifty or sixty men lined up to rush the doors.


They bolted in between the trenches,
losing many of their own with every passing moment. Men set foot on the steps
and died, perforated by the engineers’ submachine guns or by the trench troops’
rifles, but other men trampled them and furiously ascended.


Grenades flew from below and landed among the
engineers. In a panic the engineers broke from the stairway landing,
jumping back into the cathedral or over the sides of the raised steps, falling
a few meters below. Fire and smoke and fragments obscured the way.


Bayonets flashed within the clouds and people
fell back from the doors.


“Adesh, take cover now!”


Nnenia pushed Adesh down, forcing his
shoulders with her elbow. She fired at the doorway with her pistol, and Adesh
saw a figure in shadow stumbling and falling. Kufu rose to shoot as well, but
he quickly thought better of it and remained in cover. 


Nochtish men entered the Cathedral now in
force,


Many threw themselves at the first human
figure they saw, thrusting with their bayonets and shoving their carbines into
the arms of fallen folk to choke them against the ground. At the door the
engineers and returning troops engaged in a savage melee with the
grenadiers. Soldiers fell over each other with unrestrained fury, choking and
clawing and stabbing. There was utter chaos, over a dozen soldiers on each side
tearing each other apart.


Nnenia held her fire – she couldn’t tell
anymore who she’d hit!


Gunshots from outside struck the 122mm gun
shield; more men materialized across the threshold, seeking entry. Adesh
and Nnenia ducked behind the breech for cover, but Corporal Rahani and Lt.
Purana were not so quick to relent. 


Both officers drew their pistols and fired at
the doorway from behind the Howitzer’s gun shield, baptizing the enemy red
under the Messiah’s cross hanging over the door. Men fell back over the stairs,
and stumbled forward on the corpses piling on the carpet, but more of
them rushed in no matter how much the officers shot, gathering at the doorway
and trying to form a base of fire for the others. Had they gotten a foothold so
easily?


Adesh cursed under his breath – he could not
fire the howitzer at this range or he would potentially kill scores of his
own allies. He was useless now in this fight.


“Where’s Eshe?” Adesh shouted, covering
his ears from the shots.


“I don’t know!” Nnenia said. “He was just on
the sidelines!”


“Saw him running out across nave.” Kufu said.
He was hiding by the side of the gun shield, taking hasty shots with his
revolver. “Dunno where he could’ve gone.”


Adesh felt clammy and sick with terror. He
started to babble, crushed by the thought that Eshe could be in danger now or
worse, while they hid like cowards behind the gun. “Spirits defend him. Oh
gods, he’s out there– We have to do something, he’s–”


A gushing noise; screams from the door
shouted Adesh down. 


He and Nnenia peered around the gun at the
unearthly wailing, and saw streams of fire going out the doorway, catching on
enemy troops like a liquified inferno. Gouts of flame coated them head to toe,
consuming them in giant fireballs. Unable to put themselves out several men
fell where they stood in immeasurable agony or rolled out of the door. 


At the sight of flames many men inside the
Cathedral panicked, disengaging from the melee as fast as their feet could
carry them. Of these men the most unlucky retreated right into a cruel burst of
flame and danced madly under the rain and over the mud.


Approaching from the aisles flanking the
door, it was Eshe who cast this relentless stream of fire from a BM-28
engineering flamethrower. He dragged the fuel tank across the floor, and held
the projector in one hand, barely able to control the infernal tongue. 


Corporal Rahani rushed out from behind the
gun, using the columns along the center of the nave for cover, and hurried to
Eshe’s side. As the last the Nochtish troops dispersed, dying in flame or
fearing such a fate, Rahani took the flame projector from Eshe’s arm and shut
it off. He embraced the shaken young man, whose fingers kept flicking in
the air as though he still had the BM-28 between them, still dispersing its
hungry flames.


“Eshe, spirits defend you,” Rahani said,
smothering him. “You’re safe now.”


Lt. Purana rose from behind the gun and took
a few parting shots on the retreating Panzergrenadiers. Survivors of the melee
around the door rose unsteadily, bloodied, stabbed, noses broken, ears and
cheeks sliced; but alive. They hobbled toward the door, and struggled to close
it again. Adesh and Nnenia ran out from cover, and Kufu reluctantly followed
them. They took the rings on the door and kicked the enemy corpses in the way.


They pulled, and it was like trying to
drag solid slabs of steel. 


Straining their arms until it seemed they
would lose them in the struggle, the artillery crew along with the wounded
engineers finally shut the cathedral doors. As soon as they slammed close it
seemed like the cacophony of war was shut out along with the enemy. 


There was such a void-like silence that
Adesh’s mind tricked him, and he still heard whistling in his ears. He fell
back against the door, exhausted, and Kufu and Nnenia fell back with him,
having little breath and no more energy to spare after the rush of the moment.


“You fought courageously, comrades.” Lt.
Purana said aloud. “You’ve earned a rest.”


The Lieutenant addressed the room as a
whole. A few fists went weakly into the air in response, and then the
Lieutenant hurried to the radio in the back. 


Though the Panzergrenadiers had taken
bloodying hits and retreated, they still had the street and would soon return.
He would have to coordinate the next defense and see what reinforcements could
be given to the Cathedral on short notice. 


They were gravely depleted.


Around the room the newly
injured staggered toward the medical tents in the back of the nave, where
the remaining medics rushed out to attend to them.


Corporal Rahani, himself weeping with
emotion, brought Eshe over to Nnenia and Adesh by the door, and helped him to
sit down with them. Adesh hooked his arm around Eshe, who was sobbing quietly,
staring down at his knees. Nnenia extended her arm over Adesh and both him and
Eshe and pulled them close, so they were all cheek to cheek. 


Corporal Rahani stood over them.


He bowed deep to them, almost to his knees.


The paper flower on his hair fell to the
floor.


“I’m so sorry you three. I’ve done nothing so
far but to fail you as an officer and as an adult. Had I been stronger you
would not have been exposed to this carnage. You who are so young and in need
of protection and guidance, and have been brought into this–”


As one, the three youths reached out to
their officer and pulled him into their embrace. Adesh felt the Corporal’s
tears fall on his uniform along with Eshe and Nnenia’s. He returned the
embrace, and wept more than they did. Adesh did not need to forgive him. 


Corporal Rahani had never done him wrong.










28-AG-30 Buxa Industrial Park – West Approach


To call Gulab a hunter might have been
charitable. 


Though her one expedition had ended in a kill
for her, it had been hard-earned – too hard-earned for anyone’s taste,
including her own. She wanted to believe her own bragging.


 And
often came close to doing so. 


But she had to be realistic. She was not a
hunter, not in the wilds and not in the city. Not in the mountains nor in the
debris of Bada Aso. From the moment the squadron stacked up at the edge of the
warehouse, watching the patrols of men in dark capes, rifles gripped hard in
their hands, she felt trepidation at the prospect of sneaking past them.


Sergeant Nikka stared in consternation at the
space between them at the factory.


“Throw a grenade at that light post there. Hit
the transformer. Then we run.” She said.


Gulab acknowledged and left the squadron,
hiding behind a shipping crate at the edge of the warehouse, and made her
way to the other side of the structure. Warehouse was perhaps giving it too
much credit – it was a wooden frame bolted to the earth and shouldering a tin
roof. Beyond the crates and parked vehicles and the shelves of small
parts, Gulab saw the concrete post stretching overhead along the side of the
warehouse, cables stretching from it. She waited for a flash, and threw
a grenade up at the transformer.


She heaved it just over the drum.


Beneath the seething sky the light and
flame had little effect, but the sound and effect of the
explosion were very distinct. Atop the metal drum of the transformer the
explosion split the unit from the post, and it slammed to the ground in a
shower of sparks. 


Smoke rose from the post. 


Several men left their positions, rushing to
inspect the area around the side of the warehouse. Gulab broke into a run, and
Sgt. Nikka and Private Jandi followed her. While the guards were distracted
they dashed from the warehouse to the factory, smashed open a window, and
climbed into a hallway, quickly hiding behind the concrete wall.


It was strange being out of the rain after
this entire ordeal. Gulab felt rather cold. 


She tried not to shake. 


Inside the building was bleak and dark, a lot
of old unpainted concrete on the walls and blank tiles on the floor. They
were in a long hall connecting two rooms. Rain battered against the
windows, and the sound of thunder and flashing was no more muted than what they
experienced outside. Gulab took a few steps, and found the weather still masked
the sound of her pretty well. She doubted any men a room over would hear
her.


“Move up.”


Nikka did not miss a beat. She was up and
aiming her carbine around. She looked more focused than anyone and moved more
confidently in the building – perhaps the confined space held more of an
advantage for her. Were concrete shadows her real element?


They followed the hallway to an unlocked
metal door, and Sgt. Nikka pointed Gulab at the glass window into the
room. She couldn’t reach it herself. 


Gulab looked through the glass, and saw
behind the door a room full of shelves, perhaps once filled with raw material
ready to be made into tools or small parts. Now the shelves were empty,
and she could see right through them to three of the room’s corners. 


Directly opposite them stood exposed a man,
nodding off against a wall with his submachine gun hugged against his chest,
and a cigarette clenched between his teeth.


 Gulab
took this all in and relayed the information to Nikka.


The Sergeant nodded. “Open the door a crack,
quietly, and back away from it.”


Gulab turned the knob slowly and held it in
place, and she pushed the door until the latch was entirely clear of the door
frame, before letting the knob go, and the door with it. 


She did not expect the door to keep slowly
sliding away from her.


Of its own will the door crept toward the
wall. 


Nikka slipped her carbine into the widening
crack formed by the door and took a shot, the discharge from the barrel muffled
to a slight tapping noise. Her bullet blasted the man’s Adam’s apple; the
officer then urged Gulab and Jandi into the room, and they charged in,
swinging their guns around to cover the approaches. There was nobody else in
the room, only the slumped, choking man, his mouth and nose overflowing with
blood.


Private Jandi took a quick shot at the man’s
head, eliminating him for good.


“Room is clear.” She said. They spoke to each
other now in a hushed tone of voice – there was still the rain and thunder
outside, but it paid to be cautious.


Sgt. Nikka nodded. “Corporal, pick him up and
stow him away. Then we move on.”


As she was ordered, Gulab dragged the body,
and dragged it to the alcove near the door. She opened a door just across the
one they entered from. There were no tools left in the closet. Gulab threw the
body inside and closed the door. There was a trail of blood left behind. Nikka
and Jandi wiped it as much as they could with their dripping wet
cloaks.


There were two ways forward. One door led to
another hall like the one they just left, and the other into a large work
room. Black outlines around pale spots in the floor acted as ghosts for the
heavy machines that once occupied the floor space. Once, this factory might
have turned out tractors or tanks, but all the important machinery had been
evacuated. Long rows of workstations for the manufacture of small parts
remained around the periphery of the room, but they were little more now than
over-large tables with shelves across their faces, the cutting and welding and
pressing equipment stripped from them.


Around the right side of the room a trio of
men stood around smoking.


“Three men,” Gulab said, “They would probably
notice the door opening.”


“Damn. Then we will have to take them out
quickly.” Sgt. Nikka said.


Gulab looked out the glass again. All three
men were crowded around the side of the room, and perhaps one could have opened
the door and quickly hid near one of the workstations, but they would certainly
be tipped off to something at any rate. Gulab looked around the roof and walls,
wondering if there was something they could use.


 She
saw a vent shaft, going a few meters over their heads. 


Her eyes followed it until it disappeared
from her vantage.


She checked the nearby wall in their current room,
and found a small white sliding door on the side that had an air filter, which
she ripped out and threw away. Past it was an open vent, running out and up
into the next room, as well as around the adjoining hall.


“Sergeant, do you think you could fit in
here?” Gulab asked.


“What?”


Sgt. Nikka approached the shaft, and stuck
her head in. She fit perfectly.


“I see. Not the most dignified pursuit, but
it should give us an advantage.”


She withdrew her pistol and climbed in. Jandi
and Gulab stacked up by the door.


They watched the men, laughing among
themselves. Gulab could not understand what they were saying, but the
conversation sounded slow, like the slurring of a drunk. One of the men stopped
laughing, and looked around the room with a drowsy expression. He shoved one of
the men in the shoulder, and pointed his finger overhead. 


His companions were not quick to pay him much
attention. 


Then a vent cover fell from overhead and hit
one of them.


Another fell, bleeding from his cheek and
jaw, split by a gunshot. Two men picked up their guns from a nearby bench, but
they had very clumsy grips on them, and did not seem able to aim straight. They
had trouble staring up at the ceiling and looked about to fall.


Jandi and Gulab opened the door, and while
the men turned their submachine guns overhead, they took their shots. Gulab
hardly aligned the sights before firing, but her bullet managed to land in a
man’s stomach and knock him off his feet. She could not see where he fell,
there was a workstation in the way that hid the floor from her. 


Private Jandi took a snap shot the same as
Gulab, but she hit the other man right in the neck, just above the collarbone.
He clutched his neck in pain, but remained on his feet, and with his free hand
he struggled to point his weapon their way and have his vengeance.


There was a metal rustling sound, and another
vent cover dislodged from above.


Sgt. Nikka fell from the vent, and crashed
over the man, falling out of sight with him.


Alarmed, Gulab and Jandi rushed further
into the room and around the workstation tables, ready to shoot. But all of the
men had a fatal stab wound somewhere, and Sgt. Nikka lay over them, catching
her breath, covered in blood. She had her knife in hand.


Along the ground beside the men lay
unmarked glass bottles, probably alcohol.


“This was not a good plan, Corporal.” Sgt.
Nikka said, thrashing on the floor.


Gulab shrugged. “I’m trying my best here, you
know.”


“Go out and check into the next room. Don’t
be seen!” Sgt. Nikka ordered.


Sighing, Gulab crept along the wall, out of
sight of the door, and peered into the glass. 


The room beyond was a much larger work area,
probably where the heavy parts were worked on. There was scaffolding installed
along the walls and over the work area, with hooks and chains that could lift
up the body of a vehicle or tank so its underside could be welded, and so it
could have its tracks set in. With the conveyor belts stripped out the room was
just a broad empty space overlooked by empty hooks and chains.


Save for a sudden gathering of men and a
single half-track coming in from the rain. 


Shutters closed behind them.


Gulab locked the door and hurried back to the
Sergeant.


“Nope, can’t go that way!” She said, smiling
nervously and waving her hands.


Sgt. Nikka grumbled. “Then we will have to
backtrack and hope–”


“Second story.” Private Jandi said suddenly.
She pointed out a ladder along the wall of the room, leading up to a high,
slanted window overlooking the work area. It would lead them outside, into the
storm again, but they would have a higher vantage.


“Good! We can use that. Store the dead in the
workbenches.” Sgt. Nikka said.


They opened the larger cabinets they could
find, and squeezed the corpses in before they became too rigid. They shut and
bolted them, and hoped for the best. Then everyone climbed the ladder. Sgt.
Nikka slid open the glass pane, and they stepped out of the building and again
into the storm. It was a rough transition from dry to wet. They climbed
carefully over the frame of the window, and made their way onto the roof of the
second story. 


There was a higher vantage yet – the central
factory area of the building bulged an additional five to six meters higher,
like a boxy spine in between the wings of the factory, and the attached
chimneys, which climbed ten meters higher even than that. But they would
not have to climb that high. They already had a view of their share of Buxa,
the smaller warehouses and factory buildings, and the larger buildings looming
farther away.


“Duck!” Sgt. Nikka suddenly shouted.


Everyone crouched. 


Across the street, they heard and then saw a
tank moving into the Buxa grounds from the street. They could see it crossing
the warehouse, cutting quickly past the path they had dashed on their feet
to make it to the side of the factory building and sneak in. 


It was an M5 tank like the one they had
destroyed with their mines. 


After arriving the tank started making rounds
around the warehouses and factory buildings for reasons unknown to them. Had
they been discovered, there would be a larger alarm, and not merely a single
tank out on patrol. Though it would complicate their escape, it was at the
moment not a threat. They resumed walking after a breather.


Sgt. Nikka led them across the ceiling,
keeping close to the spine and the chimneys so they would not be easily spotted
from the ground. Around the back of the factory Sgt. Nikka took a knee and
pointed straight ahead. There was a row of tin-roofed warehouses. 


Crates and shelves stacked high formed their
walls. A small factory building stood beyond them, with shutters for doors
and a big, vaulted glass roof. At first blush these failed to impress much
urgency in Gulab, but she noticed that one warehouse, three buildings away from
them, had an enormous hole in its roof. Unlike the porous roofs on the other
warehouses, this roof evinced a wholesale removal of plates, and not just
wear and tear.


She thought she saw the rain going right
through the glass roof of the nearby factory.


Then she saw an enemy half-track
drive into the warehouse; men came and went from the factory. There was a lot
of activity, and it increased with each passing moment. Crates were heaved, and
patrols cycled. The squadron stepped back from the edge of their roof.


“I suspect we have found our batteries.” Sgt.
Nikka said.


They waited for several more minutes,
watching the men buzzing around these focal points. Then they heard a
sharp rumbling noise, and shells started coming out of the warehouses and the
little factory building with the glass roof. Red streaks flew from buildings
farther away that were harder to see. From afar they saw
the trails of smoke playing about the air in the wake of more shells,
dispersing with the wind and rain. 


Numerous shells overflew them, likely headed
for Penance Road’s Cathedral. 


These warehouses and the nearby
factory probably housed all of the howitzers for this sector. They had to
be fairly close to coordinate fire easily within the storm, Gulab supposed, and
they needed shelter for their ammo and an open line to the
sky.


Gulab wondered if Chadgura had found her
share as well, and how she managed it.


Sgt. Nikka withdrew her radio and made the
call. “We are in position.”


“Likewise.” Chadgura’s voice quickly
answered.


“Khorosho. We will be calling in
a barrage from sixty-three guns, tovarich.” Sgt. Nikka said. “Get out of
there in whatever direction you can after calling in. There will be a hundred
heavy rounds a minute falling on each position for over fifteen minutes. There
are bound to be shells that stray, and one of those could be the last thing you
see.”


“We are on the periphery. It should be
simple.” Chadgura replied.


“Not so for us. But we’ll manage.” Sgt. Nikka
grimly said.


“Wait, what do you mean by that?” Gulab
asked, but she was ignored.


Sgt. Nikka switched frequencies, and put Gulab
on. “Tell them what I tell you.”


Gulab held the handset to her ears, and Sgt.
Nikka gave her numbers and letters – probably all coordinates from the tactical
map – and a series of what seemed like code word commands, like victor
target barrage. She parroted them without fail. 


Once Gulab had issued all the commands, she
was given to understand by the young man on the other end of the line that she
would be seeing a dramatic effect soon.


This she felt was a lie; almost immediately a shell crashed through the warehouse
roof and detonated inside. Within the next few moments the chaos exacerbated. A
shell smashed the open ground between the warehouses and kicked up a column of
dust and debris; explosions crept across several warehouses, throwing up tin and
fire. Additional blasts wracked several buildings as their ammunition for the
hidden guns went up in flames.


The earth shook with the crashing of shells.
Dozens of plumes of smoke and dust flowered out of Buxa all around them, each
only seconds apart. Fire and smoke spread across the warehouses, and their
frames shattered, collapsing the roofs over the screaming Nochtish men that had
been surreptitiously supplying and guarding the artillery.


In the distance, through the rain, Gulab
thought she could see more fire and more smoke, all across Buxa, as far as she
could see. This was probably Chadgura’s doing. She prayed for her safety. The
devastation spreading before her seemed indiscriminate.


“No need to watch the fireworks any longer.
Mission accomplished–”


Sgt. Nikka opened her mouth, but something
drowned out her words.


 Gulab
felt the wind kick up behind then too – but what she felt was a pressure wave. 


A shell crashed into the spine of the
factory, off-target by dozens of meters, and smashed a hole into the roof
behind them. They turned around and looked at the shell hole, and then saw
another, falling into a chimney and exploding halfway inside, casting bricks
into the air. Everyone ducked for cover as the debris fell around them, and a
third shell flew past behind them, and exploded near the side wall,
shaking the roof. In an instant it seemed that for every ten shells on
target one was falling over them instead of an enemy!


“We have to go! Back into the building!” Sgt.
Nikka shouted.


Gulab stood, and a shell fell a dozen meters
away and took a chunk out of the corner of the building. She crawled to the
edge of the roof and looked over the panicking soldiers.


She saw the tank around the corner, scurrying
to avoid the falling fire.


“Let’s ride that out!” Gulab cried.


Sgt. Nikka scoffed. “Have you lost your
senses Corporal? We could never–”


But Gulab was already running. 


She was moving in a sudden rush, without
quite processing all of what she was doing. She got ideas and within seconds
she just did whatever had burst into mind. She ran to the blasted corner of the
roof, hung off the edge, and swung herself off. Under her, the tank drove in a
panic, and she landed atop the turret. It was the same side upon which she had
landed on previously, in the warehouse when she climbed the vat – and it hurt
so bad that she cried, and grit her teeth. She kicked her legs atop the tank in
a tantrum.


Beside her, the tank hatch opened, and a man
peered out.


Gulab swung around and blasted his face with
her pistol.


She held the hatch open, and without looking
she swung her pistol arm into it, and opened fire without looking until the
chamber clicked empty. She rolled around and peered inside, and there was no
movement. She pulled out the corpse of the tank commander.


On time, Sgt. Nikka and Private Jandi dropped
onto the tank. Both had rough landings.


“Corporal, I can’t believe you! This is
absolute madness!” Sgt. Nikka shouted.


“I know! But bear with me!” Gulab said. “I
can drive a truck!”


“Tanks aren’t trucks!” Sgt. Nikka said. “They
don’t have a steering wheel!”


“Oh.”


Gulab crept inside the tank, crawling through
the opening below the turret and making her way to the driver’s compartment.
Inside she found, instead of a wheel, two stiff sticks, around the corpse
of the driver. She could not tell what they were supposed to be at all.


“Well, then tell me what they do! It’s our
best chance of getting out of here!”


“Each stick controls a track!” Sgt. Nikka
shouted. “Can you do something with that?”


Gulab shoved the dead driver out through the
front hatch, and took the sticks. 


Sgt. Nikka took the tank commander’s seat,
and Private Jandi sat atop the dead radio operator. Thankfully the tank was
already on and it seemed primed to move forward. 


Gulab pushed both sticks forward at once.


At once the tank hurtled out from under the
long overhanging eaves of the factory roof.


She could not see where she was going, and
had little steering control.  


Her tank crashed through a stack of crates on
the edge of the warehouse they had crept into from the sewer. Men were running
all around them, and the shellfalls had yet to abate.


“Oh, here we go.” Gulab found a flap in front
of her and opened it. It was a vision slit.


“Ugh I can’t believe I’m going along with
this!” Sgt. Nikka cried.


Suddenly a bullet rebounded off the side of
the vision slit. Gulab saw men approaching.


“Sergeant, shoot the gun! Quickly!”


Nikka growled, dropped from the commander’s
seat to the gunner’s post, and she shoved a shell into the tank’s gun and
locked the breech. She struck the trigger, and the 37mm gun vaporized a pair of
aggravated men who had perhaps noticed their tank not quite behaving as it
should. Fragments from the shell bounced off the glacis plate.


It was all noise and chaos and Gulab could
hardly think.


Private Jandi sat around, swaying her
legs, as though this was a time to relax.


“I think I understand now!” Gulab said.


She put the tank into a different gear, and
pulled the sticks all the way back.


Unbeknownst to her, this different gear was
actually reversing the tracks.


Again the tank hurtled out of the warehouse,
but this time it dashed backwards into the wall of the factory and drove right
into the hallway they had snuck into before. They were now doing little more
than retracing their previous steps inside several tons of metal.


“Almost there!” Gulab shouted, looking at the
switches in her instrument panel.


Ten meters away a shell fell from the sky and
crashed in front of them. 


Fragments flew irrepressibly fast through the
thin glacis plate of the M5 tank, and Gulab felt cuts along her cheek and
shoulder, and saw dozens of tiny holes opened up in front of her. Men ran into
her field of view, fleeing the blasts. 


Gulab clutched her new wounds and wept. Why
did nothing ever go right?


“Corporal! You’re going to get us killed!
Drive out into the street! Any direction!”


Sgt Nikka was shouting at the top of the
lungs. She loaded in a new shell, and she hit the trigger again –
this time the blast took out a scurrying group of men gathering near the
warehouse. Between the tank and the artillery barrage the Nochtish men didn’t
know at all what to do. They were throwing down their rifles and running for
their lives.


Biting her lip and enduring the sharp,
burning cuts caused by the metal fragments, Gulab switched the gear
again, swallowed a lump, and smashed the sticks forward again.


Everything inside the tank was rattling and
shaking and the engine was puttering and making noise. Beside them the tracks
ground noisily, and the tank plunged forward, and ran over the fence, and into
the flooding street. It dashed over the manhole cover and embedded itself into
the side of a ruin. Gulab tugged on the sticks, but the tank was stuck.


“Out! Out!” Sgt. Nikka shouted. She threw
open the hatch and scrambled up. Gulab and Jandi followed, throwing grenades
into the aperture and fleeing the scene down the mounds of debris and back
into the alleys, away from the burning and blasting in Buxa.


“I’m very sorry Sergeant!” Gulab shouted as
they ran, cupping her hands in a pleading gesture and crying. She felt
absolutely horrible. “I put us in danger back there and–”


“Sorry to be alive, Corporal? I’m not!” Sgt.
Nikka shouted back. She was grinning.


Gulab had almost wanted to be admonished more
strongly, but as she ran down the ruined alleys and clambered up the mounds of
concrete, seeing the fire and fury behind growing even under the incessant
rain, she merely wept, and felt the heat of the moment turn again into the
clammy cold of her soaked uniform. 


Again, somehow, she had earned her kill the
hard way.










28-AG-30 Penance Road – Cathedral of Penance


 


Earth and sky alike quaked in Penance. 


Walls swayed and the ceiling rumbled and
budged. Dust and splinters of rock fell from the ceiling with each tremor, and
the gaps between the bricks in the wall seemed to distort from the violence,
becoming more prominent, more ominous. Penance’s young stones bore witness
to the mud and water that had become of the once green field. Silently they
watched the corpses, and the men and tanks assembling across the road, waiting
out the effect of their barrage on the Cathedral and its troops. Would this be
the last act? 


Certainly the Cathedral was never going to
outlive the city.


“Everyone inside! We’ll weather the final
push and then evacuate!” Lt. Purana called, both to the few soldiers assembled
inside the Cathedral, and over his radio to the troops in the remains of their
last trench lines. Everyone numbered less than a Platoon in total.


Adesh, Nnenia, Kufu and Rahani helped open
the Cathedral door, and the last remaining trench troops retreated into the
Cathedral, many supporting one another by their shoulders, limping, barely
holding on to their weapons, faces streaked with mud and blood, uniforms soaked
through and dripping long rivulets of water onto the carpet. 


There were black spots all over their faces
and hands where fresh cuts had started to coagulate. They shambled toward the
back of the Cathedral nave and sat while medics buzzed around them, pressing
heated blankets, disinfecting and bandaging their wounds.


Adesh walked around the 122mm, still standing
a few meters off the doorway, and took his place beside it, sitting beside the
breech. Corporal Rahani shook his head.


“At this point opening those doors again is
too dangerous.” Corporal Rahani said.


Lt. Purana had the door shut and an iron bar
jammed in it, and then ordered everyone back from the doorway and the front of
the Cathedral. They set mines near the door and explosive charges in the walls
and around the 122mm gun. From the spire stairways, the snipers and the mortar
crews descended, heaving their BKV rifles and 82mm launchers with them – all
out of ammunition. Everyone had heavy eyes and walked inanimately.


They were all exhausted. Adesh and Nnenia sat
beside Eshe below the altar at the back of the nave. He barely raised his head
to acknowledge their appearance near him.


“How are you doing?” Nnenia asked. She
bent her head low to look at him.


“Very tired. I’m trying not to nod off, but
it’s hard.” Eshe said.


“We’ll be out soon.” Adesh said. He rocked
his legs off the altar stage.


“I didn’t think that flamethrower would be so
heavy.” He said.


“I’m surprised you got it going. You saved
us, you know?”


Eshe did not respond immediately. He
looked down the nave, at the door.


“Do you think we won this fight, or lost it?”
He finally asked.


“It’s more complicated than that.” Nnenia
said, patting him in the shoulder.


Eshe sighed heavily, and rubbed his face with
his good hand.


“Sorry. We shouldn’t make Corporal Rahani
worry more. He was crying.” He said.


“All of us were crying together that time.”
Nnenia said.


Adesh wondered if it was really complicated. 


He did not fancy himself much of a soldier. 


He had joined the army purposelessly – he
never joined it to fight. 


It was the one place he knew he would never
meet another of his kin


So he chose it as his escape. He knew that
they had received orders and that they carried them out as best as they could.
Could that always be counted as a victory? They were going to be pushed from
the Cathedral – they might be pushed entirely out of Bada Aso soon. Could that
count as a defeat? He looked around the room, at all these people, and the
people who had been there before. What drove all of them, what did any of them
use as a metric for their value, their purpose, their accomplishment?


No big picture appeared to him on the
horizon. After some unspecified amount of these “victories” and “defeats”
would there still be an Ayvarta to fight for in the end?


But there was something in there, in the
background of his mind, percolating. 


Maybe he could make no grand pronouncement,
maybe he had no philosophy to back him. Maybe he really was just a kid. But he
started imagining what everyone else might think, what they might answer. What
would Corporal Rahani say? What would Lt. Purana say? What would Major Nakar
say? Adesh did not really know them much.


 Perhaps he did not even know his friends all
that much. 


Yet, he felt a strong connection to all of
them, exacerbated in this eerily peaceful moment under the eye of this
storm. Lightning and rain fell upon them all the same.


No matter what he could not believe that
those people saw themselves as defeated.


“As long as we fight for each other it’s a
victory.” He said aloud.


Nocht expected them to crumble, because Nocht
saw individual riflemen and women with lacking training, old equipment,
scattered leadership. They invaded their country, they advanced rapidly and hit
them with defeat after defeat it seemed. They took each of them piecemeal, and
compared them to their shiny new half-tracks, their intimidating metal-gray
tinted uniforms, the howitzers with which they battered at the old Cathedral. 


Taking that as the mental calculus, they
decided the Ayvartans were weak. 


You could fight an individual Ayvartan and
beat them. 


You could beat enough to take over the whole
country from them, and do what you wanted with it. Adesh was almost sure that
Nocht as a whole probably thought this way.


But Adesh was not alone, he was not a single
Ayvartan fighting. 


He had Corporal Rahani and his experience and
his little flower rituals; he had Nnenia, and her terseness and sudden kindness
and her blunt strength; he had Eshe, and his stiff humor and surprising
reliability; he had Kufu too, he supposed, whatever that meant. Lt. Purana; Lt.
Bogana, recovering in the hospital, probably yearning to get back into the
fight. Somewhere out there he had the Major, Madiha Nakar, herself a decorated
Hero. Corporal Kajari, a fighter with the intimidating KVW, and who did not
know them at all, but smiled at them, and gave them food and told them they had
potential and believed in them.


She was out there somewhere, fighting too. To
protect them, probably. 


Like a rock bear mama, she had said.


Adesh didn’t know whether he was being naive
or foolish. 


But he felt a fire lighting in him.


He smiled a bit, and he threw his arms around
both Eshe and Nnenia, pulling their faces close to his own. He kissed both of
them in the cheek, and they flushed very red.


“They’re not fighting any of us alone, right?
There’s always someone beside you, and when there isn’t, there’s still someone
out there, like Ms. Corporal Kajari. We’re all fighting and working for each
other. We are part of something bigger. Until all that falls through we
can’t say that we have lost. We’ll weather everything together.”


It wasn’t the positions on the map. 


It wasn’t the lines. It was Ayvarta, and
everyone in it.


In the end, that is what Nocht declared war
on and what they would have to fight.


Nocht did not win until it had crushed all of
that, and Adesh was sure that they couldn’t.


Corporal Rahani left Lt. Purana’s side and
went to join the trio. He had replaced his paper flower with a bundle of grass.
When he saw them hugged close together he beamed at them. “Gather up your
things comrades, we’ll be evacuating next.” He said.


There was not much to gather. 


They had eaten their rations, drank their
water, and they carried no rifles ever since the battles for the border. Their
only heavy piece of equipment was their gun.


Within moments they joined Kufu and Rahani
behind the Cathedral, running out into the rain, and they hopped into the back
of the half-tracked truck waiting for them. Adesh thought he would seen the
falling shells when he stepped outside, but the barrage had abated. The
Cathedral’s spires had almost collapsed from the abuse and the ornate dome
crowning the main building, holding the bell, had sunk half into the roof.


“I encourage you all to relax for now,”
Corporal Rahani said, “our part is over.”


The Half-Track started moving. 


They drove west off the green and onto the
road, and followed it along the back of the Park, and from there
surreptitiously made their way to the north road. Coming in opposite them, one
of their tanks appeared from the north road to cover them. It drove to the tree
line and hid at the periphery of the Park, firing its gun across the front
of the Cathedral into the Panzergrenadier’s positions. It was one of the new
tanks, a Hobgoblin, with a 76mm gun that reminded Adesh of their old piece, and
a larger, sturdier, sloped frame compared to the Goblins they had seen until
now. As they passed it, Adesh waved at the tank.


Again the earth shook from the pounding of
shells, and the air was cut through by noise. Adesh turned to the
Cathedral. He saw nothing strike it; he saw smoke. 


It rose from further away.


“Hah! Our artillery is active!” Corporal
Rahani said. “That’ll show them!”


Seething red trails descended from their side
of the sky and struck the earth around the Panzergrenadier positions. Plumes of
fire and smoke rose at the edge of Adesh’s field of vision. The Half-Track
turned into the northern road, and the carnage was well out of Adesh’s sight.
But there were still those faint trails across the dark skies, skirmish lines
left by falling shells, and the rising smoke, dispersed suddenly by the storm. 


Retribution was at hand.


He was sure then that help had arrived in
earnest, and the Cathedral had held out.










29th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E, Midnight


 


Bada Aso Central
District, 3rd KVW Rear Echelon


 


Midnight passed. 


Once again the Motor Rifles regrouped well
behind the front lines. This time they took shelter from the rain in an
empty msani,
an indoor market where individual craftsmen were allowed to trade goods under
certain circumstances. Ayvarta had a very strong tradition of various crafts,
and the Socialist Dominances of Solstice did not want to impede that trade,
despite the necessity of regulating goods such that everyone had an equitable
share.


Gulab did not quite know the specifics of
that, but she knew the Msani had a roof and walls, a lot of space to sit
around, and that it was warm and toasty when Sgt. Chadgura lit a big fire
inside of a metal drum. Gulab sat wrapped around in a blanket, having discarded
her wet jacket, and dressed in a pair of borrowed pants and a spare undershirt
and jacket.


Thankfully she had gotten the privacy of an
Msani changing room when shedding her old wet clothes. While she did not think
anyone would gawk at her or question her gender, she was always glad not to
have to bring that topic out in the flesh. She thought she looked woman enough
and everyone so far seemed to think so, and that was enough for her.


“Gulab, I am content to see you healthy.”
Chadgura said. She was seated next to her, by the fire. She had a cut along her
cheek where a fragment from a shell had grazed her.


“I’m uh, I’m glad to see you healthy too, I
suppose, Charvi.” Gulab replied.


Charvi raised her hands in front of her face
and clapped a few times.


“Sorry I made you clap.” Gulab said. She only
did that out of stress.


“It’s fine. Many things make me clap.” Charvi
replied. She stared blankly at the fire.


“Did, um, did Sergeant Eeluhmakhno–”


“Eel-uh-nick-nah.” Charvi interrupted,
pronouncing the name correctly.


“Did Sgt. Nikka have anything to say about
me? Did she tell you what I did?”


“Yes. She said you talked too much, but had
potential.” Charvi replied.


“Oh.” Gulab felt a little embarrassed. She
thought the Sergeant might have a stronger and perhaps more negative opinion of
her, after all that happened today. In a way, this sort of low-key reference
made more sense. Sergeant Nikka had probably worked with dozens of people. She
probably wasn’t judging all of them by the end. As long as the mission got done,
anything else was just Gulab’s being self-centered. She sighed deeply into her
hands.


Charvi shook her head. “I do not agree with
her on that evaluation.”


“You don’t?” Gulab nearly jumped. She thought
she was on good terms with Charvi! It was a sudden blow to her heart to think
the Sergeant might dislike her after all this!


“I don’t.” Charvi replied simply, her voice a
perfectly boring pitch.


A long silence followed with both women
staring. Charvi clapped her hands twice.


“In what way, exactly, don’t you agree?”
Gulab asked, her voice trembling.


“I have no opinion on the amount that you
talk. It seems immaterial to me.”


Gulab sank her face into her hands. Of course
it would be something like that.


“Well, thanks. So do you think I have
potential then?” Gulab asked.


Charvi stared at the fire for a moment and
crossed her arms.


“I guess so. I would be more inclined to say
you are realizing your potential, but that is also immaterial. Who can say what
one’s potential is and when it is realized?” 


“That’s true.” Gulab said. She started to
feel comforted by Charvi.


Charvi continued, looking almost
contemplative. “There’s no single event, in my view, where a person becomes
immutably better than before. If inclined to evaluate you, I would say instead
that you are reliable, and uncomplicated to work with, and energetic. I would
add that I have been content to work with you and that I hope to stick close to
you.” 


Gulab smiled. “Those sound like things I’d
care about more too.”


Charvi nodded. “But don’t try to drive a tank
again. It looks fun, but it is not our job.”


Gulab nodded her head. She looked out of the
Msani’s windows, into the unabating rain. Perhaps together there was hope
for all of them yet. It would have certainly been easier to kill that Rock Bear
with the kind of people she had supporting her now.


She leaned back, laying down on the hard
floor and staring at the roof.


“Maybe Chess won’t build a monument of me,
grandpa, but something else will. I’ve got good in me, you saw it, and I
think I see it too.” She whispered to herself. The Spirits, the Ancestors, the
Light, whatever, whoever; she hoped they would carry those wishes out to that
lonely, snowy mountain, where she dared not set foot again. 


Gulab Kajari was not the black sheep of the
Kucha.










30th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E.


 


Solstice Dominance – Postill Square


 


Warden Kansal and Admiral Qote practically
lived out of the signals room they had improvised in the observation tower at
Armaments Hill. A wall of radios, a stack of ration packs in a table, and a
pair of bedrolls in a corner, was all the amenities they needed. 


At nights, it felt like a strange sleepover,
with the admiral and warden sleeping side by side, while KVW soldiers left the
room to give them privacy in their endeavors.


But stress prevented them from exerting their
libido in any way.


Days had passed since the Military Council
strike had begun, and the police and Revolutionary Guard left their posts. They
had not sought out the solidarity of any other Unions – those men and women
were necessary for civilians to be fed and for the Socialist Dominances to
function, and Kansal did not want to outright sabotage the war effort.


Judging by the little news that she received
out of Bada Aso and Knyskna, and the signals that they captured from the
Council, they needed all the help they could get.


From stop Armaments Hill, they looked out
onto the square. A crowd formed around an advancing staff car. It was not one
of their own. Warden Kansal gave the order for the car to be allowed in, but
everyone was on edge as to what it could represent.


Shortly thereafter, flanked by KVW troops on
all sides, Councilman Yuba entered the signals room. He was all dressed up in
his suit, and he stood meekly before them.


“Hujambo, Warden, Admiral.” He
said, bowing his head to the two of them.


“To what do we owe the visit?” Warden Kansal
asked.


Councilman Yuba looked at his hands
nervously. “Ah, well. I’ve come to discuss the events ongoing in the Kalu
region in the Adjar Dominance. I believe that would be a good start. After
that, we can discuss what you’ll desire in order to collaborate with me.”


“To collaborate?” Daksha said, starting to
sound outraged.


Yuba flinched. “Trust me, you’ve got the
advantage for favorable terms here.”










16.  The Kalu Tank War


 










28th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E.


Adjar Dominance – Kalu Hills Southeast


Visibility in a tank was tricky even in good
weather. 


Before the driver was a thin slit and a large
hatch – opening the hatch was inviting death or inclement weather and looking
through the slit with strained eyes was almost no better than being buttoned
down. A few vehicles gave a periscope to the driver. This allowed a limited
field of view from atop the tank. However, few vehicles had a moving periscope
for the driver. On most, it was a fixed traverse with limited magnification.


Seated overhead from the driver, the
commander had a periscope and a hatch as well, offering a second set of eyes,
but anything the commander saw had to be relayed down to the driver, this often
resulting in a game of donkey party inside a multi-ton vehicle.


Unique problems presented themselves to the
tank drivers advancing under the storm in the Bada Aso and Kalu regions. Dark
clouds overhead seethed with lightning, and buffeting winds and battering rains
worsened conditions on the irregular terrain of the Kalu. Periscopes became wet
and the view through their lenses distorted; opening the hatches and slits
exposed the crew to the cold rain and the minute debris carried by the wind. 


Even with good equipment, vision remained
limited to under a hundred meters.


Recon informed them with confidence that
there was nothing in the wilds, but the leading Panzer platoons spotted alien
eyes everywhere. Shadows and wraiths danced at the edge of their vision, taking
advantage of their blindness. They had heard that Ayvarta was a land of magic
and myth, a place where goblins and curses and witches still hunted for
unaware prey. No amount of recon would assuage those primal fears of this old
world.


Who could say the storm was not the work of
magic, commanding the land to attack?


Regardless of worsening conditions, the 2nd
Panzer Division promptly activated for attack on the 28th. At the head of the
advance were scout cars and columns of light M5 tanks with their 37mm guns and
sloped horseshoe turrets and tall engine compartments, driving along the main
roads through the Kalu, such as they were. 


Nuye Road was the main path along east Kalu,
a wide dirt road winding through the most navigable portions of the Kalu’s
hills, weaving through wood, across flooding ravines, circling rough
escarpments of layered earth, precious little of which had been ground into
surmountable slopes. Nuye started on the plains, rose along the foot of
the thick Kalu in the south and bobbed up and down along the Kalu up to the
Kucha in the northeast.


After rounding thirty kilometers from the
starting point, a platoon from the 2nd Panzer Division’s 12th
Leichte Panzer Regiment found itself driving across a fairly flat area of
the Kalu, like a platter balanced precariously a step above the chaotic earth.
Before them the path grew thick with shrubbery and packed clusters of
broad-trunked trees with dozens of haphazard arms covered in frizzy green. It looked daunting in the gloom.


Vier platoon, as
they were known to 12th Leichte, halted its march at the treeline.


A hatch opened atop the lead tank. Covered in
his dark-green rain cloak, the Platoon leader rose out of his tank and
stared into the shadows before him. Below him, the tank’s crew
sat sulking from the sudden downpour falling on their shoulders and
backs.


Ahead the road wound into the wood. Walls of
green hid his flanks; he tried to peer through the gaps between trees, tried to
see through that gloom. He saw shapes, but he saw shapes everywhere in the
rain. He saw knife blows playing in the air wherever a branch shook in the
wind, and he figures flitting in the shadows wherever a drip of water dropped
from the bent arm of a tree. The Commander could not tell his fears from
reality here.


In these wilds he saw a place of fog and
confusion, where a man became a beast again.


The Commander shook his head. 


He told himself that he was letting the
nonsense of his peers get to him. 


Mastering himself, hardening against these
fancies, he descended into the tank, closed the hatch, and ordered the driver,
and by extension his whole platoon, to move.


Within the trees the road tightened. 


His tanks used to move in a square formation,
four tanks forward, and one in the rear, his tank. Now the Commander ordered
his tanks into a single file column. His tank, the lead tank, drove in the
middle, the third tank in either direction of the five-tank line. 


They advanced at low speed, turrets turned
every which way. Due to the terrain and their uncertainty the charge had slowed
to a crawl. While a straight shot into eastern Bada Aso should have been only
forty or fifty kilometers of driving from the starting point, it was impossible
to find a surmountable, direct route through the Kalu.


Cognizant of their difficulties, everyone was
on edge.


A small voice sounded inside the tank. 


“Gefreiter, permission to
consume Pervitin ration for nerves.”


The Commander looked down at the radio
operator with disdain. “Denied.”


“Yes sir.” There was palpable
contempt in her voice, but he ignored it.


For the crew inside the tank, the
stamping of the rain outside against the armor was growing almost as loud as
the clanking of the treads and the chugging of the engine. This only increased
the urgency with which the crew took to their periscopes and slits.


Someone shouted over the platoon radio – “I
saw something!”


At once, the Commander alerted the driver. He
cut the engine, as did every other tank. Frantically the periscopes swiveled,
the vision slits flipped up, and the hatches burst open. Turrets turned in
preparatiom, explosive shells were gathered and readied for battle.


Shadows, and the green wall at either side.
Overhead, the black sky, the pouring rain. Cold and clammy in their uniforms,
the tank commanders and the Platoon commanders stared dumbly about themselves.
Lightning struck from overhead, and color inverted in the flash. Old figures in
the shadows turned into new figures, but they were just the same made of the
fog of the mind and the smoke of unrestrained fears. There was nothing around
them.


Hatches shut again. A swift kick disciplined
the jumpy gunner who called the contact.


In secret, the radio operator put her
pervitin pill in her mouth and swallowed dry.


Platoon Vier advanced. The Platoon Commander
called HQ. 


“Still leading Tiger group. No contacts,
false alarm. Please advice immediately if other elements of Tiger group make
contact first. We will proceed to the rendezvous via the designated route. We
are making 15 kilometers per hour at best here. Vier out.”










28-AG-30: Kalu Northwest – 5th
Mech. Division Rear Echelon


Unfamiliar voices in a strange language
crackled through the radios.


“Löwe-gruppen, anerkennen. Vorrücken–”


Inspector General Chinedu Kimani interrupted.
“Translate it for everyone.”


Signals were adjusted, the equipment
fine-tuned, the voices became clearer. At the radio the operator, a polyglot,
began to speak in tandem with the captured audio, and he put into familiar
words the alien tongue emanating from the box. Everyone in the radio car with
him and Kimani could now understand the captured radio messages.


Atop a nearby ammunition box a young woman
took quick, sparse notes about each message. She drew lines and circles on a
map of the Kalu, pinned to the wall near them.


“Lion group heading north through the
Turh wood trail. No contacts so far.”


He put on a play by himself, taking on the
roles of all the speakers. First was the man whose audio they first captured,
the main speaker. Then a woman’s voice appeared as well. She was farther away,
and her audio split and cracked more, but they parsed it enough to understand,
and the radio operator translated it just the same. They had all the
conversation.


“General Anschel wishes for you to advance on
a tight front and make sure those roads are clear. You should be ready to move
after advancing fifty kilometers or so.”


“Damn it, say something identifying.” Kimani
grumbled. 


She was frustrated, and her
demeanor began to show it. She was not like her crew. Her voice had a
somewhat hollow ring, but her lips could curl with anger or viciousness.
She had regained some of what she had once lost. All of them did, some more
quickly or slowly than others. It was never the same as it once was, except for
anger. 


Anger remained similar, though the
frequency of it was altered.


“Please report any contacts. We do not expect
much resistance.”


He did not switch voices to denote different
speakers, nor did he gesticulate, or otherwise point it out. He translated
everything he heard in a clear and unaffected stream.


“Acknowledged. We will report any contacts.
However, under the circumstances, it is unlikely we will spot the enemy at any
great distance. We will likely have to recon in force. Should we engage enemy
positions immediately or wait for backup before doing so?”


“Engage, but if you cannot overtake the
position, hold ground until a Three or Five can relieve you. Maintain visual as
long as possible. Right now discovery is paramount.”


Kimani nodded her head. “Thank you, you
fools. Given the context, this cannot be an M4 platoon. So it must be an
armored scout car platoon, probably Sd.Kfz. D.”


She turned to the woman with the map.
“Contact the Turh units. Let the cars pass.”


In response the woman nodded her head
dutifully, and she turned from the map to a pack radio beside her. She picked
it up and passed on the information through the handset.


“Relocate farther uphill while we still have
some peace.” Kimani ordered. Ahead of them the driver raised her hands in
acknowledgment, and then started the vehicle’s engine.


Inside a nondescript plot of woodland in the
upper Kalu, the Adze scout car brimmed with
life. Across the rotating machine gun mount atop its four-wheeled, long-nosed,
fully enclosed, armored, sloping hull, the Adze mounted a large aerial that was
constantly intercepting signals and feeding them to the unique, powerful radio
equipment mounted inside. All this functionality bloated the Adze’s size, but
there were plenty of places to hide in the Kalu. There was no shortage of
hills, rocks, and trees to maneuver behind.


Black clouds stretched all the way across the
Kalu, teeming with angry violet bolts of lightning. Rain fell thick and fast
over wilderness, rolling down hills and across flats, making its way over the
escarpments across the Kalu like miniature waterfalls.


The Kalu Hilltops was a region of chaotic
shapes, a place of scarps and dips that began in the gentle territory south of
Bada Aso, and ended in the mountainous terrain of the Kucha to the northeast,
in the rocky coastline crags skirting the raised upper half of Bada Aso to the
northwest, and in the flat terrain that preceded the border to Tambwe directly
north. 


Patches of forest dotted the short plains and
irregular hills, each plot of woodland a few hundred meters in size. Man-made
paths wove through most of them. Where forest did not grow, the terrain was too
rocky and dense. Where ancient forces had left cuts along the hard earth little
rivulets flowed, bolstered by unceasing rain over ditches and gullies.


The Adze and its crew traveled from one
little patch of wood up a hill to another, and past that to a short plain atop
a rocky escarpment. Its four wheel drive took well to the terrain. They settled
on a high, rocky outgrowth that gave a commanding view of the rest of the Kalu.
Normally this was dangerous, but nothing would be flying overhead in the storm,
and nothing below would see them against the stone upon which they stood.


Kimani could sit atop the rock, collecting
radio messages from the Nochtish crews.


The KVW was not just a military force, but an
intelligence and security organ. Long ago, during a time of tumult, they
learned to incorporate all of these disciplines into a form of revolutionary
warfare that preyed on the strength and confidence of the enemy. Always
overlooked, underestimated; that was by design. They were a small and
unassuming force to the enemy’s naked eye, but they had all the
information, fought from prepared positions, in a place filled with traps
to spring, and with much of their strength cleverly hidden.


Radio was only one intelligence tool in an
arsenal of many, but it was an important tool, and dedicated intercept crews
such as those aboard Adze cars were always at
work.


Interception was normally a tense and
tedious job, where the operators waited for hours on end, finding busy radio
networks, watching the traffic, slowly accumulating many guarded scraps of
information, full of codes and secrets to decipher. 


In Adjar this task was surprisingly
expedient. 


Nochtish crews enjoyed their radios and spent
much time talking over them, constantly reporting and acknowledging. Busy
frequencies tended to remain busy, and were not often switched across the days.
Throughout the ensuing battles the Nochtish troops spoke almost
conversationally, and their few code words were obvious and easy to decipher.


Whenever something important was
gleaned from this exercise it could be quickly passed along to the
other information crews across the battlefield, and down to field officers
commanding regular troops. Interceptors were not alone in this endeavor; there
were radio triangulators and range-finders, along with additional interceptor
crews in their own Adze vehicles
across the Kalu, forming a picture of the enemy advance. 


From intercept vehicles, information that
looked important and that was suspected to be composed of code words or red
herrings could pass along to cipher crews, who were currently mostly
unnecessary due to the simple plainness of the traffic; and to triangulators
and range-finders who could find the direction of the transmissions to guide an
attack. 


That much was also unnecessary. 


They had no way of launching an all-out
counterattack.


Only small, limited, local engagements.


Unit compositions, headings and overall
offensive plans were much more important to the current operation. Her
troops had to know what was coming and when it was expected. This would
help them decided whether to try to intercept the enemy at all.


“Let’s take some time to review the
situation, and then contact ciphers and have them relay information to the KVW
attaches in each unit via our codes. I don’t believe Nocht is monitoring our
radio traffic, since their assets are still fluid in the theater, but it pays
to be careful.” Kimani said. She nodded her head toward one of her crew.
“Signals Officer Jaja.”


Beside the map, sitting on the ammunition box
for the car’s machine gun, the young woman adjusted her glasses, and wiped some
of her long bangs to the side of her head. 


“Yes ma’am,” she replied. She cleared her
throat. “For past three days we have been capturing radio chatter from what we
have identified as the 2nd and 3rd Panzer Divisions south of Bada Aso. These
divisions constitute Nocht’s primary armor power in the region, and are
composed of veterans from the Nochtish operations in Cissea and Mamlakha. At its
base, each division is composed of Panzer Platoons of five tanks. We do not
have confirmation, but we are operating under the assumption that these
Platoons are formed into Companies of fifteen to twenty tanks, making up
Battalions of fifty to sixty tanks and so on from there. Each Panzer Division
likely has around 300 total tanks, so there are likely around 600 tanks in the
Southern Kalu, compared to our strength of 400 tanks.”


“But this strength is deceptive, I’m sure.”
Kimani said. “How much of it is light tanks?”


“That is one of the qualifiers I was about to
address.” Officer Jaja replied, nodding her head. Like Madiha, she had
served under Kimani for a few years now. She had tanned skin and bright, golden
hair and green eyes, ringed by a slight red glow. She was much more
Ayvartan than Lubonin, with no knowledge of tongues but their own, and without
the sharp-shaped elfin ears. However, one could still visibly trace her diverse
heritage. 


She continued speaking promptly. “From the
frequency of broadcasts, and comparing various callsigns and orders, we’ve
found that over 40% of Nochtish radio traffic has been directed toward Light
tank platoons composed of previously identified types – the 10-year-old M2
Ranger, now known as the M5, likely composes a significant amount of their
strength. I’m willing to say as much as 250 or even 300 of those 600 tanks
could be M5s. The M4 Sentinel, and the M3 Hunter assault gun, comprise the
rest, along with a smaller amount of recon scout cars and support half-tracks
of previously identified types.”


Kimani nodded. She started going through
their own numbers in comparison.


“Of our 400 tanks, fifty are Hobgoblins from
the 5th Mechanized. All of the tanks from Battlegroup Ox are Goblins, but at
least they have the 45mm high-velocity gun, and many have extra armor. We have
300 of those. From the Svechthan heavy division we have twenty-five modified
Goblins which they call the Yezh; and
twenty-five Gori medium tanks, the
capabilities of which I’m unsure of. So the situation is not as bad as it
seems.”


“I’ve been told the Gori has a short
gun, but is better armored and faster than an Orc.”


“Good then; it can group with and keep up
with our Hobgoblins. Any chance the other, oh, 700 or so Goblins of the
Battlegroup might be able to do anything for us?”


Officer Jaja shook her head.
“Unfortunately not, Inspector General. Almost 500 of the Battlegroup’s Goblins
are total mechanical losses. After demilitarization downsized the tank
divisions, much of the stored equipment was wholly neglected, and much of it
was improperly sheltered. Transporting it to where it can be fully repaired
would be a waste of time for mere Goblins. Right now around 200 Goblins have
been sent to Tambwe to undergo repairs, and will not be available for a long
time.”


“What about the tank units operating in Bada
Aso?”


“About 400 Goblins are fighting in Bada Aso,
and word has it a quarter of those are already knocked out. So we cannot hope
for reinforcement.” Jaja said. 


Kimani crossed her arms. “To think, I’ve been
dealt such a hand by destiny, that I would be grateful to have more obsolete
light tanks at my disposal right now.”


She had spent almost a week out in the Kalu,
organizing the mess of obsolete armor from Battlegroup Ox into a workable
defense force in prepared areas around the Kalu, and reinforcing it here and
there with more experienced troops from the 5th KVW Mechanized Division. Each
of the Kalu’s defensive sectors she staffed with an ad-hoc “tank brigade”
composed of fifty Goblins and five Hobgoblins. She had six brigades in
operation. All of the Svechthan armor, along with fifteen Hobgoblins, she kept
in reserve as a response force.


Every Hobgoblin was piloted by a KVW officer,
and could carry out operations well owing to its firepower, armor and radio equipment.
But she was overwhelmingly saddled with Goblins, all of whom had energetic but
thoroughly inexperienced Ox troops instead.


Though the Ox tank crews were motivated, they
simply lacked the experience to do anything. Mobile operations and any kind of
offense were out of the question. 


For one there were no real tank officers,
only individual platoon commanders. 


And many tankers were so out of practice with
their equipment that they found it hard even to travel from one location to the
next as complete units. There were tanks straying off target, forgetting to
communicate in any way, and exposing their formations. Several tanks had their
radios entirely stripped out, or never installed at all, so she ordered those
Goblins to stick to the Hobgoblins like Chicks following a mother
Hen.


It was maddening how ineffective her troops
seemed in this time of dire need.


But she adapted, she had to. 


Kimani played to their simplest strengths,
and she kept them in the woods and behind the rocks, acting essentially as stationary
sentry guns, waiting, watching.


Somehow, she instilled discipline enough in
them to believe in that plan and follow it.


“Nocht still doesn’t know our full strength?”


“I believe not.” Officer Jaja replied. “We
moved and conducted all our construction and preparations at night to prevent
air recon from spotting us.”


Kimani nodded. Everything was established.
Now it simply had to work.


This was all for Madiha – she had to protect
Madiha, at all costs, and this was the only way that she thought she could.
Right now the greatest danger to Madiha that Kimani could imagine were those
Panzer divisions rushing up the Kalu to bite into her eastern flank. Such an
attack would not only be decisive, it would trap the Major in the city with her
troops.


Not the only danger, but the only
one Kimani felt she could challenge.


She knew that Madiha needed her on other
terms. 


In many ways Madiha had never grown from
childhood, because much of it was taken from her before she could experience
it. For a long time, Kimani had considered this state of things tragic –
especially as Madiha began to lose other people in her life as well. 


Madiha always hid herself in the shadows of
others, and she filled herself with them, and as time went on there were less
shadows. Kimani allowed this because she did not know what else to do. Now
she had inflicted upon Madiha a cruelty that Madiha herself had reluctantly
accepted. Another shadow left her, exposing her to the harsh sun.


That was how Kimani understood things. 


It was difficult, and she didn’t know if it
was right.


But for now all she could offer was 400 tanks
across a wide swathe of frontage.


“How are we doing infantry-wise?” Kimani
asked. 


It would not do to wallow in pity.


Officer Jaja didn’t even blink. She
continued to speak, in a matter-of-fact kind of voice. “Major Nakar gave us two
Rifle divisions to use but they’re not very well trained – therefore we’ve
opted keep them back in reserve past the river to blunt a crossing or reinforce
the city as necessary, and leave the infantry component in the Kalu itself to
the 51st KVW Rifle Battalion in the forest. We have around a hundred infantry
with each brigade.”


“Judging by our signals capture, how much
does the enemy know about us?” 


“I’m given to understand Nocht has no idea
that any of these formations that I’ve detailed even exist yet. They do not
know the extent to which the KVW is operating in Adjar, and believe Ox to still
be commanded by Gowon. They believe the Kalu is clear.”


Kimani nodded. She crossed her arms and
looked over the map of the Kalu. 


“We can expect the Grenadier component of
this attack to be small, since it must be packed into vehicles to keep up with
the tanks, and those vehicles are at a premium since Nocht’s shipping capacity
to Cissea and Mamlakha is limited. However, they are probably very well
trained, and they are much more likely to see us coming. This would
probably be an issue in good weather, but under this kind of storm they’ll be
packed tight under the tarps of their armored carriers. Their training means
nothing until they dismount.”


“I don’t believe their training will prepare
them for this ambush.” Jaja replied.


That was the plan in essence. For Nocht to be
so blind and dumb to the intentions of their forces that their carefully
calculated attack became a mess, disrupted and terrorized at every turn.
Everything was set. All they needed now was for Nocht to keep its schedule.


Kimani’s radio operator raised his right
hand. Everyone turned to him.


“Receiving contact from KVW forces in
Nuye. They have visual on the Tiger group.”


“Alright. Give them some noise for us, for as
long as possible.” Kimani ordered. 










28-AG-30: Kalu Northeast – 2nd PzD Advance


According to the information acquired by the
Oberkommando Suden, the Ayvartans had ten Divisions in Adjar and would have no
more than this, due to a static system of defense and a fully demobilized and
partially demilitarized defense infrastructure. 


Of those ten divisions, one was generally
considered either scattered, lost or ineffective in general; at least seven of
those divisions had been fully or partially identified within the city of Bada
Aso. Aerial recon on the Kalu region showed little signs of activity. In grainy
aerial photos fleeing civilians could look like a rifle squadron, and rocks
like vehicle HQs.


Regardless, by elimination, there had to be
two divisions in the Kalu.


Leichte Panzer Platoon Vier had
not seen a single solitary sign of life in the Kalu. They woke with the dawn,
and started their engines with it. They had advanced for over seven hours
crossing around sixty kilometers of terrain. They had trudged through
forest, climbed slopes, crossed ravines and forded rapidly swelling little
streams. Through Nuye they headed north and east, and now prepared for the next
part of the journey. Organizing along the edge of the Kucha mountains, they
would instead turn around to the southwest to smash a way into the eastern
flank of Bada Aso, subverting the river and the city defenses.


They had several options to cross the Umaiha
River. After bearing witnesss to the eerie absence of their enemy throughout
the Kalu, Vier’s Commander thought that most of the defenses must have
been prepared along the river. He felt foolish for his earlier fears, in
fact. Had it been him in this position certainly he would have deployed all his
strength around those river crossings. If the Panzer Divisions could not
cross those rivers then Bada Aso would remain safe for the moment. So
barricading the crossings made sense.


But the Luftlotte’s Jagdflug recon
sorties had seen nothing built along the rivers.


Could the Ayvartans really stage a mobile
defense of the rivers? Could they prevent crossings without barricades and gun
positions, in order to keep their numbers hidden in the patches of woodland and
in the shadows of the hills? Why was nobody resisting?


Could they really afford to be so relaxed in
the face of two Panzer Divisions?


So far the enemy had been lucky while
defending their positions in the streets of Bada Aso, but around those rivers
it would be an entirely different story. Or would it? Nochtish commanders
received information on Ayvarta that sounded like propaganda. They were
demobilized and weak, low on ready troops and usable equipment, unwilling to
fight for the tyranny of communism. Had they seen the real fangs of the
southern continent yet?


Only ten days had passed in the war, after
all.


Inside his tank, the Vier Commander pored
over the possibilities. He waited, under the ceaseless rain, in what would be
the shadow of the rocky Kucha, if the sun was out. 


He was past the woodland, but there would
certainly be more of it in his drive toward the river. While his tank was
buttoned, he could see nothing, but if he took a look outside he would have
seen a gentle northwards slope at the rocky foot of the mountain. To the west
were patches of woodland broken up by the rising and falling of hills that
concealed the edges of the river. Along the southwest lay the edge of
an escarpment overlooking the lower Kalu. Even in this weather these major
features were discernible to the eye, though muddy and somewhat indistinct. He
wondered how high above the sea level they were.


Where had those enemy divisions set up? Where
did thousands of people hide? He looked at his maps, but he was no
General, and the information he carried with him to battle was simply too
incomplete to extrapolate from. There were limits to his planning
abilities.


He ordered his radio operator to contact the
HQ.


“I need to hear from the Jagdflug again, I
want to confirm a few things.”


About a meter below him, in a niche on the
side of the tank, a young woman donned a pair of headphones. She began to
operate the tank’s radio, putting in the call to the correct frequency and
awaiting a response. She repeated the call twice, and grew frustrated.


“No dice,” replied the operator. “We’re
getting a lot of noise on our frequency to HQ.”


“Try the other units, see if they can’t get a
hold of them.”


Minutes later, she put down her headphones.
“All I’m getting is noise.”


“Do you think it’s the storm?” He asked.


“It might be. I mean, it’s not supposed to
be, but I wasn’t really trained in–”


“Is there anything you can do about it?”


“I doubt it. I will keep trying. We might get
through eventually.”


“I understand. Keep trying while we wait for Funf and Acht to join us.”


The Commander felt uneasy. 


His radio operation had never been
interrupted by lightning and rain. Older radios, maybe; but these were M5
tanks, fully modernized from the M2. Storms should not have been a problem.
Lightning and rain fading was natural, but complete signal loss was far harder
to swallow, particularly with recon radio cars in the operational area.


And not just signal loss to HQ – but to other
units, much closer and easier to reach.


It brought to his mind again the idea of the
land itself rising them against them.


“We’ll wait for backup and then begin
the advance. Is the short range radio working?”


“No, none of the radio is.” replied the radio
officer. “It’s all noise.”


Commander Vier clenched his fists. “Good god.
I guess I’ll signal with a damned flag.”


Hatches opened; every tank commander pulled
himself out under the rain with only a sparse green hood for cover, and
every crew felt the rain dripping into the tank from then on. Out of their
tanks, the commanders could signal to each other in absence of radio. The
Platoon Commander produced a red flag, while the subordinate tank commanders
each had a blue flag to acknowledge orders given to them. It was archaic, but
it worked.


While sorting out their communications
Platoon Vier waited for Funf, a counterpart platoon
deployed from the full-sized Panzer Regiment accompanying the Leichte within the 2nd
Panzer Division; and Acht,
a Platoon of mobile infantry, consisting of five Squire Armored
Carriers loaded with a rifle squadron for support. This was just a small
smattering of the 2nd Panzer Division’s expected full power in the Kalu region.


Once united these three platoons would form Kampfgruppe Tiger and test
two particular Umaiha crossings, all planned out ahead of time. Vier led
the way, scouting for the enemy. Funf followed, to deliver
heavy firepower from its Sentinel medium tanks. In
the rear, Acht’s infantry could
dismount and rush forward when battle was joined.


They kept their eyes peeled for the other two
Platoons. 


Five light tanks could not complete the day’s
objectives on their own. 


Funf and Acht were absolutely necessary. They
should have been following them through Vier’s path
at about two or three kilometers distance, but without radios it was
impossible to tell when they were coming or what might delay them.


They would not have stopped to fix their
radio problem


Everything that was south of the rendezvous
point was a bad place to be trying to fix a radio problem. So Vier was
confident that the remaining two Platoons would arrive shortly. Tense minutes
then followed under the cold Kalu rains.


Whenever time a lightning bolt surged
from overhead the tank commanders tried to use the sudden flash to try to see
through the nearby shadows and the veil of the rains. All they could see were
the blurry contours of the land, the indistinct masses of trees, the lines of
the path, the fog of distance, the gloomy shadow of the lower Kalu below the
escarpment.


Vier hardly noticed when the first M4
arrived. It had come out of the wood in the southwest, and approached them,
struggling uphill toward the rendezvous point and Vier.


One of Vier’s tanks almost opened fire.


Vier’s Commander had to wave him down with a
flag. 


Everyone was on edge, but this was very
clearly an M4. It had its lights off, so that it would not be seen from afar by
the enemy, and it was buttoned down from the looks of it. But it had a
periscope, so it could be waved to. The Platoon Commander signaled to his tanks
to wait, and maneuvered his own vehicle ahead to meet with the newcomer.


He started to flag his approaching
counterpart.


The lead M4 closed in silently. 


A second M4 started out of the forest, right
behind its tail. None of the hatches opened, nobody responded to signals. Then
came a third tank following their trail. It was maddening. 


Why didn’t they respond? Were they trying
their radios?


“Nothing on the waves still!” shouted the
radio operator. It couldn’t be that.


Vier’s Commander continued to flag the lead
tank ever more furiously. Surely the driver or commander could see them now. He
even blared the tank’s horn at them, again to no avail. Quiet and dutiful the
tanks climbed the slope, making their way to the rendezvous.


Then he saw something, a trail from the
tank’s side, dancing in the rain.


He strained his eyes. It had been hard to see
in the ceaseless downpour.


Smoke; from a shell impact on the side of the
tank. The M4 was an abandoned husk!


“Fire! Open fire! It’s a trick! It’s a
trick!” shouted the Commander.


It took far too long for his wet, cold, stressed
crew to effect a response.


Off the side of the M4’s turret a muzzle
flashed, and a shell perforated the command tank, exploding inside the hull.
Inside the crew saw only a flash before their souls were dragged screaming from
their bodies by a shower of fragments. The dead M4 ceased to move as soon as
the lead M5 was dead, and from behind the puppet tank its puppeteer revealed
itself – an Ayvartan Hobgoblin medium tank had
been pushing the vehicle, and hiding behind its silhouette by taking advantage
of the slope and the visibility.


Two other Hobgoblins revealed themselves and
dashed uphill with their leader.


Soon the enemy platoon reached the
crest of Vier’s hill, and paused to take aim.


There was panic among the ranks of the light
panzers. 


The M5s of Vier, having lost their
command vehicle, and finding themselves engaged with an enemy tank type they
had never seen before, started backing into the rocks while haphazardly opening
fire. Volleys of 37mm shells bludgeoned the chassis and turrets of the three
Hobgoblins to no avail, leaving ugly circular dents and rocking the crews
inside, but scoring no penetrations. They had too little power against the
Hobgoblin’s armor.


Once the M5s got moving in earnest, they hit
rocky terrain and started to bob, and their shells started flying over the
Hobgoblins, and failed to score even meager hits.


Every tank commander descended into his
hatch. All semblance of communication was broken, and the panicked vehicles
started to veer in different directions, dashing madly backwards away from the
enemy. Vier had been fully broken as a unit.


Within moments the Hobgoblins opened
fire, and it seemed that all at once, every M5 tank retreating spontaneously
exploded. Two tanks were perforated from the front and faced the same fate as
their commander – two remaining tanks had their tracks blown off, as a shell
miraculously overpenetrated a front plate at an angle such that it went through
the left drive-train of one tank and smashed off the right drive-train on
another.


Hatches popped open, and surviving crew
members rushed to escape.


Hobgoblin machine guns coaxial to the turrets
opened fire, picking off the runners.


Men and a handful of women fell around their
tanks, injured or dead.


Bodies vanished into the mud and beneath the
pouring rain.


Fifteen minutes was all it took for Vier to
disappear from the order of battle.


From the perspective of the Hobgbolins,
however, this was all foregone. 


Charging the enemy like this was
reckless, but the pilots of this particular tank were Ayvartans of a sort
who were prone to quiet, almost instinctive forms of recklessness. They lacked
an understanding of fear necessary to temper such actions – so to them, this
action was a natural one. Deceit had given them an advantage too good not to
exploit.


After all they possessed a superior weapon
and surprised an isolated enemy.


There was a small chance they could have been
hurt or killed, but it did not matter.


Inside the Hobgoblin, a KVW officer with
the 5th Mechanized Division radioed HQ.


“Tiger Group has been eliminated. We are
advancing toward secondary positions.” 










28-AG-30: Bada Aso Outskirts – 1st Vorkämpfer HQ


As the storm raged over Bada Aso, the roof
started leaking in over a dozen places.


People in the Vorkämpfer HQ were getting wet.
Spirits were down.


It appeared the restaurant building they had
picked as their headquarters was not so intact after all. Long rivulets from
the ceiling formed puddles on the floor, but the General forbade the staff from
becoming distracted. As long as the sensitive equipment was dry and
operational, the floor and the tables and people’s heads could stand a little
water.


In a corner of the room, atop a long
wall-mounted table, six young women worked at the radios on a crucial task. One
of them was getting drenched in the shoulder, and a towel had been given to her
to cover it. She started to shiver, her hands shaking as she turned the
frequency dial. Then a comforting presence, a pair of hands massaging her
shoulders. 


Her supervisor, another pretty young lady, whispered
warmly in her ear.


“It will be over soon, don’t worry.” She
said. “Try your best until then, Erika.”


Erika nodded her head, and her grip on the
dial steadied a touch. 


She pressed her headphones against her ears.
Erika’s radio supervisor awaited a report, with a gentle, reassuring smile on
her face. Her presence caused every girl at the table to perk up and work
energetically. They all loved working for the chief.


“Any contacts?” She asked.


They scanned the unit frequencies. They sent
messages. They tried everything they could feasibly do on their end –
increasing power to their transmitters, going outside in cloaks to raise
the antennae, swapping the antennae for fresh ones, even swapping one of the
old radio blocks for a fresh one in reserve. But none of this seemed to
change the results.


After another round of standard contact
calls, Erika still had no good news.


“Sorry Chief Fruehauf. Same thing as before.”


Her supervisor sighed, and ambled away,
demoralized but unable to show it. 


Chief Signals Officer Helga Fruehauf had been
having a very difficult time of things in Bada Aso. Her troubles would
have been ever so slightly lessened had any of the Panzer companies in the Kalu
picked up their radios, but if anyone was shouting across those dozens of
kilometers, their voice was drowned out by the radio noise. 


She hoped it was merely the thunder and rain.


But she knew that it wasn’t – she just could
not say what she really thought it was.


“No response from the Kalu unit sir.” She
said. She hugged her clipboard to her chest.


General Von Sturm grumbled from a chair in
the middle of the room.


“Keep trying. You’ve got the long range
radios, we set up your antennae on the roof, we got you your generators; we’ve
done everything! If the Panzer Division HQ can’t reach those units then you
must be able to!” He said, gradually working himself up to shouting.


Fruehauf sighed internally, but outwardly,
she smiled, nodded, and went on her way.


She prided herself on her spirit.


She wanted to make this war a pleasant home
for her girls, the radio operators of the 1st Vorkämpfer, and for the men that
they served. She tried to be courteous, collected, and exuberant. She tried to
wear a smile. But General Von Sturm’s temper had taken a turn for the worse
during the Matumaini actions, and though he had calmed somewhat, she saw his
growing frustration again during the 28th, and she grew tremulous.


General Von Drachen wasn’t around to stick up
for her this time, either. 


She was alone.


Several important actions would take place
this day. On Penance Road they were supervising attacks by Von Sturm’s own 13th
Panzergrenadiers Division, as well as the unleashing of what was left of
the 6th Grenadier’s Divisional Heavy Artillery in the Buxa Industrial Region.
In the Umaiha Riverside, Von Drachen was resuming Azul’s attacks
up the eastern parts of the city, hoping to find a way to the central districts
from there.


And in the Kalu, the 2nd and 3rd Panzer
Divisions blitzed through, moving
rapidly past enemy territory to hit their vulnerable rear areas. Once they
surrounded the city from the east, the ultimate encirclement and conquest of
Bada Aso was inevitable.


Or at least, that was what Freuhauf had read.



She was a signals officer.


 In the
organization of the Vorkämpfer this simply meant she stood in a tent or a room,
supervising a half-dozen to a dozen people on radio equipment, while on
occasion calling a ciphers battalion to come up with code words and frequency
changes, though such things had become perfunctory annoyances. Oberkommando believed the Ayvartans incapable of
advanced signals warfare, so her “ciphers battalion” was gradually
converted into an additional ordinary signals battalion who worked radios and
did ciphers in their spare time.


Everything still came in a ship, and there
were priorities to consider, after all.


Penance seemed to be doing ok; Von Sturm
didn’t particularly care about Azul.


What was baffling on that ugly afternoon was
the absence of contact with the Kalu.


“Call General Anschel again and tell him to
tell his staff to stop jerking around and get those tanks on the line, I don’t
care what it takes.” General Von Sturm said. He was reclining on a chair near
one of the tables in the HQ, with his hands on the nape of his neck.


“Yes sir.” Fruehauf replied. She hovered
close to one of her radio girls, lifted one of the headphone
receivers from her ear and whispered the orders. She nodded, and dutifully
contacted the 2nd Panzer Division. Minutes later, Fruehauf gave a
menial report.


“All they get is noise sir. They think it
might be rain fade or lightning interference–”


“Not possible. You know that! You know more
about radio than I do! You know it’s not rain fade, Fruehauf!” General Von
Sturm said, raising his hands into the air in outrage. In the process he nearly
fell back to the floor along with his chair, but somehow he managed to salvage
it, and righted himself in time. This near-fall seemed to tone him down a
touch.


“Yes sir,” Fruehauf began, “but they have no
other means of communication with the troops right now. We could try to
change all our frequencies and hope our tanks are looking through every channel
for contact; but that would probably mean halting the attack for a few hours
until we get everyone organized again, and I know that’s not going to happen.”


General Von Sturm steepled his fingers and
rested his chin on them.


“What do you think the problem is? You went
to school for this crap, you tell me.”


Fruehauf averted her eyes. She could not
smile or be peppy, not about this, because she was about to do something fairly
heretical in her response to the General.


“Radio jamming, sir.” She replied. 


Von Sturm blinked and stared at her. Fruehauf
continued.


“This is clearly random noise across the unit
frequencies in the Kalu, and that is why we can still communicate with Bada Aso
units, and why we can communicate between HQ units. They’re jamming the
Kalu panzer unit frequencies so we can’t contact them for command and
control. This noise we keep hearing doesn’t sound like I know our radios sound
when they are having audio issues. It’s been introduced by Ayvartans.”


“So the Ayvartans introduced nondescript
static noise to our unit frequencies?”


“Yes sir.” Fruehauf replied demurely.


“That’s impossible. They would have to know
the frequencies for all our units. When the hell would they have learned those,
and how the hell?” Von Sturm replied. He looked more amused, as though this was
a theory as far-fetched as an invasion of space men.


Fruehauf herself thought it was difficult to
believe for another reason.


In order for them to do this, they would have
needed high power radio equipment to be deployed in the Kalu itself. For a
noise attack to work, the noise equipment had to be more powerful. She supposed
they could have fed such equipment via truck-mounted portable gasoline
generators, but it seemed like a difficult endeavor for the Ayvartan army they
had fought so far. They would have to hide these stations throughout the rough
terrain of the Kalu, from both air reconnaissance and the sight of the
advancing Panzers.


Then they would have had to spend time
capturing frequencies. Once they felt they had the Panzer frequencies, they
would have had to jam them sufficiently, and then take advantage of the silence
for whatever amount of time it took before the HQs got fed up, blasted
halt orders through random frequencies until someone heard, and ordered the
institution of frequency changes across the board. It was a very delicate
operation that could either pay off strongly for a limited amount of time, or
waste days worth of work.


Nocht’s radio discipline was not the best,
but this was all a longshot nonetheless. 


It required tireless effort, enormous
coordination, and an understanding of the enemy’s timetable and psychology. She
had read the reports. It made little sense. 


Could the Battlegroup Ox depicted in their
intelligence analyses do this? Could their commander, Gowon, have had this
foresight and shrewdness? Could the Ayvartan army they know about support such
a tactic? What was the Oberkommando missing here?


Regardless it was the only thing that made
sense to her. 


Advanced forms of signals warfare.


“Fruehauf, you have a big imagination. Get
back to your radios.” Von Sturm said dismissively. He waved her over to the
corner where the radios were posted, and she smiled, nodded, and dutifully took
her place beside them. It was best not to question it when the General let you
off without incident. Fruehauf purged her worries from her head.


She returned to Erika’s side, stood by her,
and promised to change the towel on her shoulder and to get her some time
off if she came down with a chill.


It was all she could do at the moment. 


Make this bleak place a comforting home.










28-AG-30: Central Kalu, Southwest of Tigergruppen


Turh was one of the few developed westerly
paths through the Kalu. 


At no point was it a paved road, but in many
places it was solid enough for heavy-duty transportation to pass without undue
trouble. Like all roads to the Kalu, however, it became wild with the
territory, weaving over hills and between trees. 


In the rain it became muddy, but no
intolerably so. 


For the tanks that dared not navigate
straight through the treacherous wood, an open, unguarded road was their best
and fastest bet. Nocht’s Panzer Divisions took to those few roads through the
Kalu, and charged as fast as they could into what they thought was the depths
of the enemy. Tuhr, they supposed, would lead them to the Umaiha and beyond.


And indeed there were Ayvartan eyes
stationed along much of the road.


But they were not very distressed by the
enemy’s penetration.


Under camouflaged nets, in dug-outs and
foxholes hidden by slices of turf, atop trees, and in thick bushes. All of it
had been constructed at night or under camouflage, and not a single plane had
been able to identify the enormity of their preparations. All six tank brigades
and their infantry waited silently, enduring the cold and rain, unblinking
under the flashes of lightning. Ahead of them they saw the convoys of Nochtish
vehicles moving. 


Many of these ambush groups let recon troops
pass by unharmed to maintain stealth.


They were waiting for a different prize.
Especially along the Turh.


When the first M4 Sentinel was spotted on
Turh, an ambush group called in.


“Toast the nuts before eating them, Miss
Jaja.”


Minutes later, eyes still peeled on the
moving column, HQ responded.


“I can’t toast them without something to
burn.”


A rising thunderclap concealed the
awakening of men and women from their fox holes and dugouts, the dropping
of camouflage nets and earth panel covers, the hard steps of people jumping
down from trees, and the starting of tank engines. Grenade bundles were
retrieved from backpacks and kept in hand. In small groups the troops followed
the moving tanks through the cover of the trees and plants, awaiting an
opportunity.


Groups along the Tuhr prepared for their
imminent battles. 


This particular tank brigade was divided into
four groups, each tasked with two kilometer stretch of road, and each with
their own unit they would trap and destroy.


In front of one particular group were five M4
Sentinels of Lion Group. These were medium tanks with tough front armor, a
machine gun set into the front plate, and a deadly 50mm anti-tank gun on the
turret. They had tightly spaced tracks giving speed in exchange for terrain
performance, and a curved form factor with a rounded, pot-shaped turret.


Across the column every hatch was open and
every tank commander exposed. Instead of looking at the trees they were more
concerned with each other. They were holding flags, and focused intensely on
these flags and the gestures they made with them. 


They were utterly unaware.


A KVW field officer in charge of the ambush
gave a radio command. “Trap them.”


Within moments, one by one the tanks ground
to a clumsy stop.


Ahead of the lead M4 massive green thing
blocked their way, as though a chunk of the earth itself had risen to stop
them. It was covered in leaves and had a bright, angry yellow eye.
Lumbering before them, it blocked the road and roared at its prey.


Lion group’s commanders visibly panicked and
started waving their flags.


But it was not a wraith or elemental, but a
Hobgoblin tank in a camouflage net.


At point blank range the Hobgoblin loosed a
76mm shell, instantly setting the lead tank ablaze and stalling the
column. A burst of flames and smoke from inside the tank nearly threw the
commander from his cupola. His corpse slumped over the remains.


Dozens of grenade bundles flew out from the
trees and exploded around the tanks. One bundle hooked onto a shovel strapped
to the back of the last M4 tank in the convoy, and detonated the engine.
Several others smashed ineffectively against turrets and sides, but they rocked
the tanks and the crews and forced the commanders back into their hatches.


The three remaining M4s dashed in
different directions – two barreled forward into the ambush line, while
another backed away blindly into the trees. The 50mm guns roared, and shells
flew over the men and women in the forest. Trees splintered and fell, suddenly
crushing several infantry, and shell fragments nicked and cut and pierced and
knocked out soldiers, exploding in their dugouts or against the soft,
vulnerable cover of the bushes. Panicked drivers squeezed the machine guns set
into the glacis plates of the Nochtish tanks, cutting a swathe across the
forest in front of them, causing grave injury.


As the woodland came suddenly alive with fire
and smoke, the KVW fighters stood their ground without a note of altered
emotion. Death evoked little fear in them. The M4s that charged into the
wood caused several soldiers to dive out of the way, but the prey advanced no
further than the trees before meeting a line of Goblin light tanks. 


Piloted by scared men and women from the
Territorial Army, they could not carry out the kinds of tricks the Hobgoblins
performed, and at a distance their guns would have done no good against the
armored faces of the M4 Sentinels. But in a stationary firing position, and
within 20 meters of the enemy, the 45mm guns on the Goblins put several perfect
holes into the M4’s faces, and stalled them completely. Tracks stopped
dead and guns quieted. Inside, the crews made good use of their undulled
emotions and started to cheer with relief.


Dashing backwards with reckless abandon, the
remaining M4 found itself pursued by the camouflaged Hobgoblin, its spotlight
shining across the wood as it chased the retreating enemy. They rolled over
logs and smashed down thinner trees. 50mm shells kicked up mud around the
Hobgoblin, and blew in half trees behind it. The Hobgoblin fired its own 76mm
gun just as recklessly, and smashed the scenery just as much in its charge.


Across a hundred meters the chase stretched,
the tanks face to face and the Hobgoblin closing in. The M4’s reverse
speed was half the Hobgoblin’s forward speed, and despite its head start the M4
could never outrun it without turning its soft rear to the enemy’s guns.


As it closed the distance the Hobgoblin took
fewer shots and landed more. 


It blew off the left track guard on the M4,
and smashed an awful dent into the glacis plate that warped the front machine
gun mount to uselessness and knocked out the radio.


One hit on the front of the turret warped and
paralyzed the turret ring.


Then the M4 Sentinel’s front lifted from the
ground. It drove itself into a narrow ditch.


Concluding the chase, the Hobgoblin loosed
one final shell that penetrated the Sentinel’s underbelly and left the tank
burning in the wood. Rainfall and thunder were once again the dominant
sounds. The Tank Commander flipped on her radio headset.


“We have toasted some of those red nuts for
you, Miss Jaja.” She said.


She heard back from Jaja, “Lion group has
been eliminated.”


She nodded. “Acknowledged. Advancing to
secondary positions.” 










28-AG-30: Central Kalu, Northwest of Lowëgruppen


While the 2nd Panzer Division was tasked with
the eastern stretch of Kalu, the 3rd Panzer Division cut across the west, much
closer to Bada Aso. Due to the Umaiha river going through the eastern half of
the city, the 3rd Panzer Division had almost exactly the same mission as the 2nd.
Drive round the Kalu, cross the Umaiha where possible, and force a way into the
city via dry land to bypass the Ayvartan front line and surround the city.


To this end they mustered 125
vehicles of various classes as their first wave, traveling in a line of
small convoys across the wilds. Across the western Kalu the woodland was much
sparser, but the tanks had to contend more readily with the hills and the
rocks. Kope Trail was the most direct route, offering the most readily
navigable slopes winding around the rocky crags, like horns erupting from the
earth that broke up the land in the Kalu.


Twenty of those vehicles gathered at the edge
of a sliver of woods thirty kilometers into the Kalu. They paused before a broad,
open stretch of slope dotted with boulders and overlooked along its
eastern side by a flat-topped crag jutting out of the hillside. 


That rock formation would have made an
excellent ambush spot.


Puma gruppe had organized without incident, and put its
fresh infantry to use. 


From one of the M4 Sentinels, a Tank
Commander pulled himself out of the cupola and rushed to the back of a
Squire half-track. He lifted the tarp, and explained the situation to the
men inside. He rushed from it to a second of their five carrier vehicles, and
their tarps rolled back, and two squadrons of men departed from the edge of the
wood.


At first they crouched low to the ground like
thieves, rain sliding off their cloaks and glistening when lightning fell, but
gradually the urgency of their situation dawned on them, as there was little
cover on the long slope ahead. They worked themselves up to a dash, and charged
past the boulders, feet slipping on the muddy earth, until they made it to the
rock face. They stood with their backs pressed to the crag’s side for several
minutes. 


Once it was clear no one was challenging
them, the men launched their hooks.


For an experienced climber, it was not every
high up, and though water trailed down the rock, their hooks found good holds
to sink into. At the top of the crag, the men found nothing but more boulders
and sparse green growth like moss. Everything was clear.


One of the squadrons stood sentinel along the
edge of the crag, while another ran to the tip of the rock, and waved their
flags to signal the convoy to keep moving. 


From the woods the tank commanders could see
them through binoculars. 


Orders were communicated and again the
convoy was on its way out, light tanks and armored cars first, half-tracks
second, and medium tanks at the back, in order to prevent any element of the
group from being slowed down by any of the rest.


The Gebirgsjager mountain
squadrons waited patiently, rifles out, scanning the slope for contacts. They
watched the tanks moving up without incident, and felt relief.


Behind them, two barrels emerged from inside
a boulder. Muzzles began flashing.


Under the sound of thunder, light machine
guns opened fire against the infantry squadrons, lancing through the unaware
men in vicious, sustained bursts that seemed to fill the air. Men fell from the
edges of the Crag and battered against the rock, their legs or shoulders
clipped, their ropes cut, and for some, simply from the shock and surprise. 


Few men dropped atop the crag – for most it
was a fall and a crushing landing. 


Tarps and camouflage net were thrown off the
inconspicuous boulders, revealing a semi-circular framework in which a squadron
of Ayvartan men and women had hidden. 


Men and women crawled around the wooden bars,
exiting their hideouts. They set up where the Nochtish men had died, BKV
anti-tank rifles and Danava light
machine guns in hand. With the high land won again, the KVW squadron signaled
their ambush.


Across the hill, several boulders flashed
suddenly. Shells flew from the gray objects.


Immediately the attack had dramatic effects.
Fire and steel fragments consumed a half-track and the men inside it. Two M4
tanks felt their sides scraped by the barrels of hobgoblin tanks, and were shot
through at point blank range. An M5 Ranger’s track slid right off its wheels
from several BKV shots coming down from atop the crag.


Every vehicle in the convoy switched gears
and started to turn front plates and turrets toward the enemy, but found that
the enemy was all among them. A dozen of what they had believed to be boulders
started to move, all along the flanks of the convoy, between different
vehicles, ahead, behind; there was no facing that protected them from the
enemy.


All around them Goblins and Hobgoblins awoke
and attacked all at once.


In response the Nochtish convoy opened fire
just as spontaneously.


Shells hurtled wildly across the slope in
every direction, machine guns blared, and fire and smoke raged across the hill.
It was a frenzied, directionless confrontation, a tank group’s equivalent
to a blind, flailing melee over the mud. An M4’s 50mm gun speared a
boulder containing an Ayvartan Goblin and smashed the little tank to pieces.


In turn a Hobgoblin pierced the M4 from
behind, punching through the engine and setting the crew horrifyingly alight.
In a stroke of sheer brutal luck several M5s focused on the nearest false
boulder and battered the hidden Hobgoblin tank to pieces at nearly point blank
range. From behind them however, two Goblins scored decisive, subsequent hits
on the engines of three tanks, as though lined up in a shooting gallery.


In the midst of these warring titans the
infantry dismounted their half-tracks, and reached for their grenades, but
almost none could throw before either hiding or retreating from the mortal
world. Machine gun fire from friendly and enemy tanks alike shredded the wheels
and noses of their carriers, stranding them, and the men stepped out into a
killing field. Within the smoke and the rain and the flashing thunder and the
brilliant blasts, they could not make out friend from foe, and they quickly
learned to keep out of the match.


Many men huddled around husks as best as they
could for cover; several dozen ran out to try to fight and had their arms and
legs blasted off by snipers, their torsos filled with bullets from the light
machine gunners atop the crag or the deadly dance of the tanks.


Minutes into the fight there was a paucity of
fire and death.


Enough of each side had been bled out that a
battle line had formed. 


Further uphill a pair of hobgoblins had
survived the savagery, shed their disguises, and faced the enemy, while two
Goblin tanks limped away with smoking engines and weeping pilots but
working turrets and tracks, enough for the Territorial Army survivors to
get away. Fifty meters below them, two M4s and an M5 had survived with some
damage. Their strong glacis plates faced forward, and their guns trained on the
enemy. 


The M4s fired the first pair of shots opening
the duel.


Both shells crashed against the front plate of
one of the Hobgoblins and penetrated the armor, sending a cone of mental right
into the faces of the gunner and driver.


Standing alone the remaining Hobgoblin
retaliated, and its AP shell smashed open the turret of one of the M4s and
turned the interior hull into an inferno.


Quickly reloading, the M4 Sentinel fired
the decisive shell at its counterpart.


The 50mm AP shell hit the Hobgoblin’s glacis
– and bounced off from its poor angling.


The Hobgoblin’s riposte collapsed the M4’s
battered glacis plate, and ended the match.


Behind them, the retreating M5 Ranger was
savagely riddled with BKV bullets, and halted. Rather than set fire to it, KVW
infantry emerged and captured the crew – they were close enough to their own
lines to be able to take these people away for interrogation.


KVW forces surrounded the tank
and arrived in time to subdue the tank commander, who had threatened to
shoot his crew. A woman radio operator, and an injured driver were also pulled
away. Unfortunately, the tank gunner had been killed by several BKV shots.


Thus, Puma group’s thrust had been blunted. 


Another area of the Kalu was retained, for
now.


This time it was a trembling Goblin commander
who called in the report, on a portable radio hastily installed inside the
tank. Having seen death for the first time, he was anxious.


“Umm, this is,” He gasped for breath for a
second, “This is Corporal Turasi, and I think Puma group has been eliminated.
I’m sorry, but we sustained terrible losses in the attempt. Spirits and
Ancestors guard our comrades, may they have peace. And um, also, we’ve got
prisoners, we’ll take them to the secondary positions with us, I
suppose.” 










28-AG-30: Kalu Northwest – 5th Mech Division Rear Echelon


Reports came in from all over the Kalu, and
Inspector General Kimani listened in with growing triumph. So far every Panzer
thrust in the first wave had been brutally rebuffed by the ambush positions,
and the few groups that had been let past the ambush areas would now have to
contend with partial encirclement, and attacks by the mobile response force. 


She counted those panzers as good as
dead. 


In any event, the operation was a complete
success.


While she had reports of escaped enemies, and
some painful losses in her tank brigades, her forces counted almost 150
vehicles destroyed within the span of a few hours. If her intelligence was
correct, the force moving into the Kalu could have been no bigger than 200
vehicles. Therefore significant forces from the 2nd and 3rd Panzer Divisions
had been crushed. In addition her main objective had been to selectively
destroy large amounts of M4 medium tanks, and this had been resoundingly
accomplished. Though Nocht’s armored forces still outnumbered the Ayvartans,
the quality gap was much shorter now.


She breathed a little easier, and lay back
against the wall of the Adze car.


“Send my congratulations to our tank
brigades. No need for codes.”


Her radio operator reached out to her, and
handed her the headset.


“You need to listen to this ma’am.” He said.
He did not make eye contact.


Kimani took the handset and listened. It was
an all-unit message from Bada Aso.


‘This is Army HQ. As of 1400 hours we have
lost all contact with the Commander. If any units had contact with the
Commander please respond. We do not know the status of the Commander. The
Commander was last known to be in the Umaiha Riverside area–”


Clang.


Kimani’s eyes drew wide, and the red circles
in them wavered. Her fingers slipped, shaking violently, and the radio
handset fell on the floor of the Adze.


Tears started to stream down the side of her
face. Her lips quivered.


She raised her hands to her mouth.


“Madiha.” She whimpered. 










17.  Stormlit Memories


 










---


Under incessant rain the revolver was cold,
slippery and heavy in her little hands. They were hands not meant for weapons.
No one designed weapons meant for those soft little hands. But those hands
had been unknowingly destined for the wielding of weapons.


There was blood on her hands now to prove it.


She did not quite realize what had happened.
Her mind filtered it differently.


Like any child who completed a task, she
had simply returned to the adult who issued.


“I made the bad guy go away. He won’t hurt
you now.” 


It was almost like those words were not her
own, but she had said it and had done it.


There was silence between them. There was
only the rain and the cold and the tension.


She offered the gun back to its owner. It had
done what it was constructed to do.


“I don’t like it. It’s heavy. It hurt my
wrist. And it only has five things in it.”


A meter away from her lay
the woman, against the wall of the alley, her own blood soaking down her
clothes into a puddle. At first the child had thought her beautiful, and she
still did, she still saw the beauty and power in that face, that grave
expression, though now she understood that it was tempered with pain. She was
wrapped in a ragged cloak, but her face was visible, that beautiful face with
its long nose, red lips and striking eyes, eyes drawing wide with the
realization of what had been transacted between them. The child knew that she
had a complicated, adult beauty. She was not an angel or spirit.


From this woman’s hands the child had
procured the gun and heard the desperate plea.


“Don’t let him kill me.” It was a tormented
voice she spoke with. “Please.”


This child knew about complicated, adult
things. So she was drawn to help.


Around the corner, out of their sight, was
the corpse to prove the result.


For as long as she could remember, whether it
be with sticks or stones, with paper airplanes or jars of glue, Madiha Nakar
had never missed a shot if she had time to aim.


And she had learned that people stopped being
trouble if you hit them in the head.


Slowly the
woman forced herself to stand, pushing her back against the wall, stretching
her legs, clutching her wound. She wrapped her free hand around Madiha and
pushed her close. Madiha felt the blood getting on her from the woman’s body.


“I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.” She mumbled. 


Madiha could not see her face. The revolver
fell on the ground, slipping away from them with the trickling water. Madiha
returned the embrace, wrapping her arms gently around the woman. To her
there was nothing to be sorry for.


“Police men here are bad. I didn’t want them
to hurt you too.” Madiha
replied. “I don’t want people to get hurt by bad men anymore. I wanted to get
him back for being bad.”


The woman knelt in front of her, until they
were eye to eye. 


She looked shocked. But Madiha was determined
and she knew what she was saying, and she knew it was an adult thing in a
child’s words and she didn’t care how bad that was. She had never been afforded
the peace needed to be an ordinary, innocent and pure child. She was a child of
strict discipline and distant bells and bolted doors and a terrible
escape. She was a child of splintered wood, broken glass, shattered stones.


Madiha was a child who rarely saw
beauty and wanted desperately to guard it.


Back then there had been no greater
motivation than that. 


That was her forgotten origin.










28th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


 


Adjar Dominance – City of Bada Aso, Ox HQ
“Madiha’s House”


 


On the dawn of the 28th Madiha awoke again
with a nightmare.


Her reaction to these ugly visions was no
longer fearful.


She did not jerk out of her sleep and seek a
hidden predator.


All of that preternatural terror was replaced
by a deep weariness.


Madiha situated herself quickly, and pushed
everything else into a pit where it would not be seen. She focused on the
material. She was in her office, the air was cool, and the atmosphere was
quiet. She heard rain. Remembering the day’s business, she stood from her desk,
adjusted her tie and uniform, the fabric and buttons slipping from her shaking
hands. 


Standing by the office window, Parinita
watched the skies with obvious trepidation.


She had been watching the skies since the day
before, when set out under the rain and exchanged a few forceful words. The
Weather battalion was ambivalent about the growing intensity of the rain. Both
of them knew this would not stop Madiha on this day, however.


Parinita turned briefly over her shoulder. 


Their eyes met and then avoided one another
again.


“Good morning,” Madiha said. Her mouth felt
strangely heavy. She had a tic in her jaw, and felt her cheek spasm when
she closed her lips behind the words.


“Good morning, Madiha.” Parinita said. She
saluted, clipboard pressed against her chest. She was not so cheerful anymore,
none of them were. Her disheveled strawberry hair was gathered into a ponytail.
Her skin looked clammy. Her lips curled into a forced smirk.


After their disagreement yesterday, they
behaved awkwardly to each other.


Outside the skies gradually darkened, and the
drizzling gradually escalated. 


A growing wind blew droplets against the
window, blurring Madiha’s view of the street. Without breakfast or even a drink
of water to assuage their dry throats, the Commander and her Secretary set out
to their only planned business for the day. They gathered around the desk and
spread open a map of the lower city and had their meeting, as fast as they
could have it, before Madiha set out to carry out her “survey.” 


On the ground the situation had not changed
much from the day before. 


Matumaini had been blasted out of relevance –
it was almost literally a pit now.


Action would certainly focus on Penance Road
and Umaiha, but thus far, nothing had happened for two days. Parinita briefed
her on the state of the various units as quickly as she could, and outlined
what the division commanders seemed to have in the works. A lot of nothing from
Territorial Army officers, the paltry few that they possessed. These were men
and women who had trouble enough with transporting troops in columns.


They would not be launching offensives. 


They were barely able to organize
reinforcements.


Penance Road was being held by a strip units
in and around the old Cathedral. Umaiha had a mishmash of units straddling both
sides of the river, hoping for the best. The 3rd KVW Motor Rifles was on
standby, acting as a mobile reserve and defense. They could respond to any
attack within the hour, if an attack had to be responded to at all.


“Your Motor Rifles Division has requested a
bit of operational freedom today.”


“I approve. Leave them to their devices.
I trust them to fight well.” Madiha said.


“Yes ma’am.” Parinita said dutifully.
“Lieutenant Batuzi has told me he is following a few leads we got on Nochtish
activity from the Signals Intercept Battalion today.”


“I trust he will perform admirably.” Madiha
said. 


She felt frustrated to have this
conversation. At this point there was nothing she could do. The Strategic turn
of the battle was over. Both sides were in position and following through to
their general objectives. They had their supply lines set, and their general
formation could not rapidly change. It was all real time tactics from here, and
no matter how much she wanted it, that was not the domain of the Army HQ.


Madiha shook her head. She could not command
eight divisions by herself. It was not possible. She could not even command one
by herself – she needed to stay behind the lines and insure that the strategic
plan was fulfilled by the army as a whole. Even the little excursion she had
planned for today jeopardized her ability to respond to a crisis.


But she was sure she would lose her mind if
she stayed in this office any longer.


“Is something wrong, Madiha?” Parinita asked.



She stared at her with a gentle expression.


“Nothing is wrong, Warrant Officer. I will go
on survey with an Engineering company today, out to Umaiha. We must fuel
the final act of the Hellfire plan. I won’t be long.”


Parinita raised an eyebrow. “Warrant Officer;
what? Really?”


Madiha gave no reply, and made no eye
contact. 


This was one time when the words did not
escape her mouth without thinking. 


Parinita looked exasperated, clearly
unsettled by the cold, distant reference. This was for her own good; for
everyone’s own good. She had been too weak and let everyone come too close and
it would take their toll on them in the end. They had to stay away.


They were more valuable than her – Parinita
was more valuable than her. She did not want her to come close and find the
thorns in Madiha’s hide, punishing her embrace. She had already seen too much
of the monster. She had already wasted too much time worrying and weeping over
a purposeless thing. Everyone needed distance now; nobody could be allowed to
see any more of Madiha before the end of this. It was for their own good.


Bless her heart, Parinita tried – she was not
giving up on Madiha so easily.


“I don’t mean to pry, but have you taken your
medicine lately?” She asked.


“Not since that day.” Madiha clutched the
side of her head. It was starting to hurt.


Parinita sighed. “Madiha, you’re really a
creature of extremes aren’t you? I wanted you to stop abusing your
medication not to stop taking it at all. Please take it.”


Madiha felt a chill hearing her name from
those gentle lips. It was like a heresy.


And yet despite all her convictions she
couldn’t form the words to stop her or resist.


She sighed inside. Her mind was torn in a
dozen directions at this point.


“Wherever your medication ended up, please
take it.” Parinita said. “You need it.”


“I do not need it.” Madiha said. “It was only
a source of greater strife. I am fine.”


“Are you sure? I think that you should take
it, but if you insist, then I guess I can’t–”


“I am sure. Now, did you hear what I said
before this? It is important.”


Madiha tried more forcefully to redirect
the discussion to military matters.


“Yes, you’ve told me a few dozen times
already about your ill conceived plan to survey the Umaiha tunnels, a
mission that Sergeant Agni could command just fine by herself if you would
let her.” Parinita pointedly replied. “I’ve already told you what I think.”


“I need to be there. I was the architect of
this operation, I should carry it out.”


“If you say so,” the secretary dismissively
replied.


Madiha felt inexplicably annoyed. “You have
taken a liking to that response.”


“I have already told you what I think. I
can’t actually stop you.” Parinita said. She sounded hurt. “Especially since
you are making it a habit now not to listen to my concerns.”


She was the Staff Secretary; she had limited
influence. Her role was crucial – she had to gather information and pass it to
Madiha. She had to listen to an army’s worth of concerns and discoveries and
intercepts and she had to compile it with her staff day by day, and she had to
sort out what Madiha needed to know and then figure out a way to deliver it to
her. Without Parinita and her staff, everything would be impossible. There
would be too much information to handle. No single person could listen and respond
to so much information. 


So it was also professional, that she would
feel hurt and impeded.


But Madiha did not pick up that hurt, or she
ignored it. She was not sure what her mind was doing anymore. “Have some faith
in me.” She said. It came out more strongly than she wanted. It sounded like a
demand more than a plea, like asking her to turn a blind eye.


It sounded like she was saying she would
destroy herself and Parinita would watch.


And the secretary knew it. “You keep saying
that and you’ve no idea how unfair it is.”


Neither of them said anything more. 


Madiha focused on the maps, though there was
nothing new there for her to see. Parinita waited for a response, but finally
admitted defeat, and picked up several papers from the desk, clipped them on
her board, and went on her way. She paused at the door and put a hand on
the frame, as though she needed to hold on to it to prevent being swept away by
a current. Her fingers tightened around the grooves on the wood. She looked
over her shoulder for a brief moment and whimpered a few words before
departing.


“Good luck on your mission, Commander.” She
said, unsmiling, eyes moistening.


Madiha was left alone in the room, her cruel
mind quickly filling in the silence. 


Parinita’s voice bounced off the walls of her
cranium, and she felt the agonizing palpitations. Her thoughts were
a whirlpool of Parinita’s words blending together. Things she had
said in their meetings, across the ten days they had been together, came to Madiha
unbidden, booming like howitzer shells and setting her thoughts ablaze. 


Her smiling lips, her concerned eyes, her
warm hand on Madiha’s shoulder–


She crouched behind her desk, opened a
drawer, and withdrew a little container.


She produced a little white pill and she
swallowed it dry.


She laid with her back against the desk and
kicked closed the door to the office.


“There. I listened to you. I’m listening.”
Madiha whimpered. She felt sick and weak.


They had to be distant – it was for
everyone’s good. 


It was for everyone’s good. Even when the
tears came to her eyes, when the pounding in her head grew unbearable, when the
shaking in her hands would not stop, when everything broke down – she was alone
and this was for everyone’s good. For the good of every soldier out there
fighting and dying while she read her maps and felt her deep shame and hid her
face and averted her eyes. Until she joined them in the earth she did not
deserve their lips speaking her damnable name. They had to see nothing of her
but her cold confidence, so that they would meet the bullets feeling bold as
they could.


To the shaking, the agony, the tears,
only the stone could be a witness.


It was for everyone’s good. Even hers, she
thought– she was sure.


“You won’t have to watch, Parinita. You won’t
have to watch.” She mumbled.


 


~ ~ ~


 


Sergeant Agni was on her way out of the
building when Madiha composed herself enough to leave her office and travel
downstairs. Her timing could not have been better. Barbiturates pumping through
her blood, the facade reconstructed, she confidently intercepted Agni on the
steps outside. The Engineer had a bit of oil on her brown cheek, and her long,
black hair was gathered in a haphazard bun behind her head. She had left the
lobby briskly and with a purpose, her tool box dangling from the fingers on her
left hand.


“Hujambo, Commander.” She said. “I was going to
eat breakfast before we left.”


“Working hard?” Madiha asked. Her voice
sounded close to lifeless as Agni’s.


“I spent the morning preparing the equipment for
today’s trial.” Sgt. Agni said.


“Far more work than I did, I’m sure.” Madiha
said. She meant it as a bit of friendly self-deprecating humor, but some of
that shame was still poisoning her words.


“Perhaps, but I managed it on a full night’s
sleep, and I know that you did not.” Sgt. Agni said. Quickly she added. “Would
you like to join me, Commander? I suspect we will be out in the field for
several hours. Best to leave the base with a full stomach.”


Madiha nodded. “Sound advice. I wouldn’t want
to get in your way.”


Sgt. Agni blinked and stared for a moment
before leading the Commander away.


Outside the headquarters, in a surviving old
drug store across the street from the school building, civilian volunteers ran
a makeshift field kitchen for the defending soldiers.


From behind the old drug store counters they
ladled stews and sauces onto serving trays, handed out bread and drinks,
unpacked dried vegetables and stock powders from trucks and mixed them with oil
and water, and perhaps most importantly, they offered encouragement and
camaraderie to the passing soldiers on this rainy, miserable day.


Many of these rear echelon laborers, the
ones unloading, preparing and serving the food, were volunteers, who had chosen
to stay behind and become involved in the defense. When not serving hot rations
they also set down sandbags, loaded trucks, manufactured ammunition, manned the
phones, and performed light repairs; among a myriad other tasks.


There were a few thousand city residents
who remained behind and remained busy.


Without them, Madiha’s difficult effort would
have become close to impossible.


Among the civilians there was a sizeable
contingent of reservists – soldiers who had been stripped from the
Territorial Army by Demilitarization downsizing policies. They thought of
themselves as warriors still, unable to abandon the front now that there was
finally war. They knew more than most about what needed to be done in a theater
of battle, so they mobilized more quickly and took on more responsibility
without complaint.


These were the most energetic and useful
folk. Perhaps they needed to be.


Though they did not have uniforms to spare
for them, Madiha thought it right to bolster their confidence by issuing them
small arms. But there were no pistols brandished in the field kitchen.
Instead the reservists heaved big pots of dal and curry, baskets of flatbread,
boxes of hard candies and dried fruits, and large pitchers of fruit juices and
flavored milk. They served soldier and civilian alike, engineers, laborers,
signals staff, frontline soldiers, resting tank and truck crews, and they
smiled equally at every face before them. 


Sometimes they broke into a few verses of
marching song while the line organized and moved. Many of these were marching
songs from their days in basic training.


Sgt. Agni and Madiha picked trays from a
stack near the door, and stood in line with men and women dressed in
traditional tunics, robes and cloaks, in dust-covered overalls, in jumpsuits
with masks dangling off their necks, in military uniforms with weapons hung
over their backs. There was little chatter among them, but everyone seemed to
be in good humor, rocking their heads and tapping their feet to the marching
songs of the servers.


Some of the people in the line even joined in
the songs. They were simple songs, often repeating uncomplicated rhymes about
equipment and landmarks. One popular song in Madiha’s House was about a soldier
going down to the train station to drink while watching Goblin tanks loading
into train cars. One whole verse was about the tank’s equipment.


In their current circumstances that
particular verse took a somewhat macabre character, but nobody but Madiha
seemed to think of it that way. Everyone was enjoying it.


Normally Madiha ate whatever Parinita or
other staff brought to her office.


But she had to admit, this was an
invigorating atmosphere. She was among her people.


Though the line seemed long from the outside,
there were multiple servers and people were moving to the tables next door
very quickly. Briskly the Commander and Sergeant made their way to the counter.
Sgt. Agni held out her tray, and received a crisp green salad with citrus
slices, a large spoonful of lentil dal, a pair of flatbreads and a tomato
curry over rice. Sgt. Agni opted for water. At the same time, Madiha was about
to receive the same service from another server, but the young man looked
captivated with her and paused.


“You’re Commander Nakar aren’t you? Everyone,
the Commander is here!”


Around the room there was a singular voice,
delivering a warm Hujambo! to Madiha.


“I’m sorry if it’s awkward, but we’ve been
waiting to see you here! We thought you’d be too busy and that we would never
be able to see you in the flesh, ma’am.”


Madiha could hardly respond. She was
surprised by the reaction. “I have been busy.”


“I’m sorry for taking up your time but we all
owe so much to you, Commander,” said the Server, “we’ve all been wanting to
thank you. A week ago we thought everything was hopeless, that there was no
resisting Nocht. We felt like it was all coming to an end. They defeated the
Cisseans and the Mamlakhans so a few years ago. Major Gowon never instilled
much confidence in us. We heard rumors that the Council was going to give up on
the city, that Solstice was ready to desert us, but we are still holding on to
our city.”


Madiha felt herself wither under his gaze.
She could feel the eyes of the room on her.


“Your courage has saved so many of us. Were
it not for you my brother would have never made it back from the border. He’s
just a kid, and yet Gowon kept him in the army, and kicked me down to the
reserve. If we lost him like that, spirits defend, my family would
have been heartbroken – he’s such a good boy, and so loyal to country and
comrades. I’m sorry Commander but I’m just,” he looked very emotional, shedding
tears.


Everyone in the room seemed uplifted by the
man’s speech. He saluted the Major.


“I’m so glad for you, Commander. So glad we
all have someone like you now.”


One by one everyone in the line, soldier and
civilian, raised a hand to their forehead.


All of the room was saluting. Even Sergeant
Agni felt compelled to raise her hand.


Madiha was stunned, and a thousand evil
thoughts raced to her mind all at once, and she almost teared up in front of
the serving line. What did they see in her? What made them think she deserved
their admiration; what made them think she was worthy of praise; what
conditions had she fulfilled to become their heroine all of a sudden? How could
they put these hopes in her and in no other? How did they even see a person
before them, and not monstrous coward? Through what eyes did these delusions
turn so rose-colored?


Her command? She had drafted a map and given
orders that killed thousands!


At the border? She spoke through a radio and
gave artillery coordinates!


Why did they see her this way? Why did they
burden her with their hope?


But she said none of these things. She said
nothing at all. She couldn’t.


Instead she raised her hand in salute. Around
the room, salutes turned to claps.


Triumphantly the server who spoke to her
filled her plate. 


She received her yellow vegetable stew and
red curry and her lentils, an extra flatbread, as much drink as she wanted –
which was no more than anyone else. 


Plate fully loaded, she followed the line out
a side door to an adjacent building, where the laborers had erected as
many tables as they could. This was a half-ruined space that still had enough
of a roof to block the elements, and many of the tables were uneven, but nobody
complained. Madiha and Sergeant Agni sat at the same table as a few quiet
privates, who took bashful peeks at Madiha over their food. Sgt. Agni opened a
pack of plastic utensils and basic condiments, likely drawn from a ration
crate, and distributed them.


Madiha nibbled her food and tried to clear
her head, to remain solid, upright. 


There were eyes everywhere that needed to see
something powerful, however false. 


They could not see her faltering. They had
made it clear that they depended strongly on her now. She was their Hero.
Everyone saw her as The Hero of the Border and those among them old enough to
remember the Civil War might even know she was a Hero of the Socialist
Dominances, an award given to her while catatonic in a hospital. 


She felt like a liar, a manipulator, but she
needed to be.


Despite this necessity it still haunted her
that these people saw her so glowingly. 


She had always been the goblet, the thing to
be filled, with the will of others, with the loyalty toward others, with the
strength of others. She sought people to complete her, to give her a purpose,
to fill her with themselves where she had nothing. When did she become those
others, who filled people’s hearts with their grace? She did not want this. 


She felt like she had deceived everyone. If
they saw inside her, they’d recoil from it.


They would lose their will; like her they
would become shaken with despair.


She was not a hero, not a worthy commander;
they wished too hard to see this in her.


Other people were suffering in her cowardly
name right now. Maybe even that man’s brother. She had not saved him, she had
acted like any military officer, with the calculating coldness to see that he
died correctly on another date. She could not possibly be a Hero.


Heroes defied death; they prevented it. They
found a way to obviate sacrifice.


Whenever Madiha pinned a unit on a map she
demanded sacrifices she could not stop.










28-AG-30 1st Vorkämpfer Corps Headquarters


 


“We have an important day ahead of us!”
General Anton Von Sturm shouted, atop a table in the middle of the room.
“I will tolerate no mistakes! We are going to talk through
these objectives until each one of you knows them better than your names!
Let us start!”


There was a blur of activity inside the
restaurant serving as the Vorkämpfer HQ. 


Helga Fruehauf and her radio girls checked
their equipment; General Anschel, a small, wide man with a heavy beard departed
to rejoin the headquarters for his departing 2nd and 3rd Panzer Divisions;
Generals Von Drachen and Meist assembled along with a gaggle of staff officers
around General Von Sturm, the chief architect of their current course of
action. 


Outside the sky was still dark, the
atmosphere cold. The drizzling rain maintained and expanded on several little
puddles that had built on the streets over the course of the past few days.
There was a stiff breeze that seemed to pick up intensity over time.


They would move with sun, so they had to plan
in the gloom.


Together they went through the current
situation; as if teaching a kindergarten class, Von Sturm slowly worked his way
up to recent history. Ayvarta was controlled by totalitarian communists, he
said, who spat upon constitutions like Nocht’s, funded terrorism in the free
northern countries and smuggled arms and harmful drugs to criminals. 


To this end, Nocht launched an invasion
supported by the Government-In-Exile of one empress Mary Trueday, with the
hopes of raising her to power once again and having a compliant Ayvartan ally.
To achieve this ultimate goal, Generalplan Suden was carefully laid out – Von
Sturm puffed himself up and proudly proclaimed his own hand in supplying
consultation for it. Like the Bada Aso siege, it was in part his brainchild. 


And for Suden to remain on time they had to
be out of Bada Aso and at the Tambwean border before the 35th. Thus, this day
had to be decisive in achieving that goal.


Von Sturm emphasized decisive and he eyed the generals
maliciously as he did.


Matumaini was once the preferred path
forward, but due to recent events it was too problematic. Due to the
destruction leveled at the intersection on Matumaini and 3rd block, a
bridgelayer would have to be used to cross in any reasonable timeframe, and it
was too vulnerable to the Ayvartans controlling the other side of the gap. Thus
it was forgotten, and for the past 2 days, their forces reorganized along the
two remaining lanes north. 


On Penance Road to the west, a Cathedral had
become a redoubt for Ayvartan forces, and Von Sturm’s own 13th Panzergrenadiers
was making ready to challenge it. On the eastern side of the city, Von
Drachen’s Azul Corps would move on the Umaiha district.


Meanwhile, 6th Grenadier under Meist had
covertly deployed its artillery in Buxa, moving pieces at night and slipping in
through thin corridors between the Ayvartan’s overstretched defenses between
Penance and Matumaini. This artillery would support 13th PzG in their attack on
the Cathedral. The attack on the Cathedral had to be decisive.


At this point Von Drachen raised his hands.
He had a nagging curiosity.


Von Sturm stared at him with distaste. “What
is it, Von Drachen?”


“Why don’t the Panzer Grenadiers simply drive
through Buxa and past Penance, ignoring the static position on the Cathedral
entirely?” Von Drachen asked.


“We have intelligence that the Ayvartans have
tunnels under the city they can use to get an upper hand if we try to outflank
them.” Von Sturm said. “We cannot leave any of their redoubts behind or we
stand the chance of a regiment tunneling out in our wake.”


“How much reinforcement can they expect to
perform through underground tunnels? Maybe a platoon at a time, certainly
nothing heavy.” Von Drachen pressed gently. “You can play to your strengths by
speeding past their defenses, creating a corridor forward, through which rear
line units can move to surround the Cathedral, and force either a decisive
action from the Ayvartans, or the starvation and defeat of the redoubt.”


“Your suggestion would create disorder in our
lines Von Drachen! It is an unneeded diversion! We are pushing forward
methodically, clearing out each sector, and that is final! We will not give the
Ayvartans more opportunities to booby trap every inch of ground along Penance
road! I want a direct way forward, and I
will carve out! Is that clear?”


Von Sturm was shouting at the top of his
lungs. Von Drachen smiled.


“I understand. Please continue the briefing.”
He said, unaffected.


Everyone in the room sighed, while Von
Sturm’s hands closed into fists and shook.


Thus the briefing resumed. 


The 13th Panzergrenadiers would attack with a
regiment forward, trickling in units to probe every way through Penance and
Buxa until they had hurled the Ayvartan line right out of the southern
district. They would depend on their rapid deployment and fast reinforcement as
well as their superior firepower, and make it a slugging match with that Cathedral
– their superior combat power would allow them to bleed the place dead with
minimal losses, and leave no Ayvartans behind the Nochtish line to cause
trouble.


In Eastern Bada Aso, the Umaiha river
straddled the exterior of the city, and in the Umaiha Riverside district it
veered west into the city then curled once toward the south for several
kilometers, and was then funneled west again, under the city and out to the
ocean through a series of underground channels that also supplied some city
water. 


Right now the Ayvartans controlled
everything west of the curl and north of the veer. A crossing on each side
would have to be effected by Azul, using all the firepower available to them.
Von Drachen had nothing to say to this – he knew his plan already.


One final dimension to the day’s events was
the Kalu, a massive stretch of chaotic wooded hillside that made up the space
between Bada Aso and the Shaila dominance in the east, the Kucha mountains in
the northeast, and Tambwe in the north. 


Intelligence indicated that some military
formation had to be hiding in the Kalu, and it would be drawn to battle against
the 2nd and 3rd Panzer Divisions. Their objectives were to avoid the worst of
the Kucha through circuitous routes, drag out and destroy the Ayvartans hiding
in the wild, and turn back southwest to the city. They would penetrate through
northern areas of the city’s eastern limits, areas that were not protected by
the Umaiha, and rush through with their superior firepower to encircle the
enemy forces.


In the confusion, Azul would push fiercely
and link with elements of the Panzer Divisions, completing and securing a major
breach. That would be the end of Bada Aso.


One decisive day ahead of them. How soon
would the 28th be a triumph behind them?


“Any questions?” Von Sturm asked.


Nobody responded because nobody was supposed
to. 


This was Von Sturm’s indication that he was
done, and that any mistakes would henceforth fall on the individual, and he
washed his hands of them. Fruehauf and her cadre returned to their radios to
begin their work in earnest. Meist left the room unceremoniously. Staff
dispersed every which way. Gradually the restaurant emptied again. Von Sturm
sat on his table with his hands on his chin. He breathed out in
exasperation.


“What do you want this time Von Drachen?” He
asked.


From the edge of the room Von Drachen smiled
and approached the table.


He took a seat across from Von Sturm, and
raised his own hands to his chin.


“My good man, can I borrow your sword for the
day?” Von Drachen asked.


Von Sturm’s voice went suddenly flat, void of
inflection.


“What?” He stared at Von Drachen, his left
eye twitching. “What sword?”


“You have an officer’s ceremonial sword. I
was never given one.”


“What do you want it for?” Von Sturm was so
taken aback he was responding earnestly.


“I want your blessing – I should say, I need
your blessing. I want a symbol of you.”


Von Sturm’s eyes drew wide. “I don’t
understand a word you are saying.”


Von Drachen nodded. “I have been hassled
by your Security division a few times already trying to move between the front
lines and the rear echelon, and I want something to show them so that they
will shut up quickly. A symbol of your authority.” He replied.


“That’s not supposed to be happening. I can
just have Fruehauf call them.”


“While you do that, I’d like to head to my
front lines as quickly as possible, and the first check point is a kilometer
away. Can I borrow your sword? It would be quicker.”


Von Sturm seemed to be grappling with the
logic behind Von Drachen’s request.


He covered his mouth with one hand, rubbing
his lips. He stared at Von Drachen’s eyes, and his expression was empty of the
rancor or mischief that characterized him. He looked dazed. On his part, Von
Drachen was very serious. 


He thought, if he had the sword, a Nochtish
officer’s sword, then those idiots from Security would not talk to him. They
would not look at him, they would not appear near him. He thought, if he
confronted another Security officer, he would wring the man’s neck, and hurl
his carcass at another man nearby. There would be violence.


So, a sword – he could show it, nobody would
speak, and he would move.


Failing that, he could open a man’s ribcage
with it. But he wanted to avoid that.


He hoped that his honesty, earnestness and
good intention would get through to General Von Sturm. Across the table from
him, the General was catatonic for a moment.


Finally Von Sturm seemed to have caught up to
everything. He grit his teeth.


“It’s upstairs with my formal uniform. Just
take it and go and don’t say anything again.”


Von Drachen nodded, stood, returned his seat
to the table, and went on his way.


He stepped outside, under the rain, and
waited. 


He looked over his shoulder at the door every
few minutes. Finally a man older than him, in a beige uniform, dark tanned and
thickly bearded, appeared holding a golden scabbard and hilt. He presented the
weapon to Von Drachen with some trepidation, his meaty, wrinkled hands shaking
around the purloined weapon in his grasp.


“Is this alright general?” He asked.


“Yes, I have permission. Thank you for
fetching it, Gutierrez.”


Von Drachen took the sword and affixed it to
the outside of his trench-coat, where it could easily be seen. He adjusted his
peaked cap over his head. His facial features, sharp and stiff, contorted slowly
into an amused smile. He was still getting wet. 


He did not quite care.


“Is my personal battalion ready, Colonel?
Unfortunately this will be an efffortful day.”


At his side the older Colonel smiled fondly.
“We are ready, sir.”










28-AG-30 Umaiha Riverside, 31st Engineers Survey


 


Around noon the first lightning bolts fell
over Bada Aso, but the rain was barely above a light shower and the sky was a
pale gray. Though the river stirred, it was not yet a threat nor projected to
be one. Unaware of how quickly the weather could escalate, Madiha joined the
survey company without any sense of urgency. The day’s mission took the 31st
KVW Engineering Battalion’s “A” Company down the side of the river in the
southeast district.


They drove several meters above the water,
and out the back of their trucks and the sides of their tractors the engineers
could see the water rushing through the stone channel, the defining feature
of the district. It was the ability to command these waters that
transformed the district into a place of lovers, of trendy shops and fine
restaurants, and, after the Empire, a burgeoning industry now annihilated by
evacuation and bombing.


Madiha remembered moonlit walks and sweet
kisses, however much she tried not to.


Riverside Street, one of those kissing
places, was the main thoroughfare in the southeast district, the Matumaini and
Penance of the city’s eastern limits. From the Kucha mountains in the northeast
the Umaiha rushed diagonally toward Bada Aso, taking the path of least
resistance through the Kalu region. It straddled over half of Bada
Aso’s eastern boundary before veering sharply west inside the limits
themselves, and then curling again south. Riverside’s two lanes of traffic were
split by the southern direction of the river and joined only through
intermittent bridges over gap a few dozen meters wide.


Finally the river shifted westward again in a
bid to find the sea.


Several decades ago at the peak of the
Empire, the river had been forced underground. Matumaini, Penance, Buxa; such
places had been paved over the tamed river. A show of force of humans over
nature, largely to profit everyone but the people living over the old river.
Madiha could not drive far enough south to see the river vanish again – that
was the front line. Instead the column halted its advance a few kilometers
behind the front line.


They veered up a cobblestone street toward
the interior and parked along a block of buildings lightly damaged by bombs.
Most of the old buildings had been spared a direct assault, and some, build of
rock rather than brick, had even survived a rocket or light bomb.


Only one building nearby was reduced to
rubble, and that was the Goloka restaurant.


This was another place full of unwanted
memories that now bubbled up from Madiha’s injured mind. Around her the
engineers dismounted their vehicles and equipped themselves with their tools.
Cutters were used to snap open locks on sunken little doors set into the alleys
between old buildings. These doors lead into cellars and those cellars into
tunnels.


Gas masks were distributed for the
exploration. There were nasty fumes lying dormant beneath the ground if one
went too far. While the chemical troops inspected their share of the
underground, other squadrons inspected the damage and remaining durability of
nearby buildings and the street, assessing their capability to resist future
punishment. 


They measured craters on the street, checked
the ages and material composition of the damaged homes, searched for
pieces of bombs or rocket shells, and tried to assemble a postmortem assessment
of the block, and whether it was even safe for continued use. If it was
not, then they would have to level or booby trap everything to repulse the
Cisseans.


Meanwhile, Madiha stared distantly at the
restaurant. 


Inside the inviting facade the roof had
collapsed, spilling out from the doorway like a tongue, a tongue from a ruined
mouth beneath a brow battered open. 


She could not help but humanize the
structure, to see it as a murdered thing, as a living being gored before her
eyes. She still tasted Chakrani’s tongue from that terrible night. She felt the
hurt freshly, and felt additional hurt, because the location that bore witness
to that last tender moment was gone. It was another casualty that she could not
prevent.


Soon nothing of Bada Aso would remain. 


She would never be able to expiate for her
sins.


“We will meet up with the special squad
soon.” Sgt. Agni tonelessly said. She looked on the Goloka with her dull eyes.
“Do you recognize this building?”


“My girlfriend and I visited once. We had a
falling out near the river over there.”


Sergeant Agni was a comforting presence. 


Madiha had served with her in the motor
rifles before, in Mamlakha. She could not say she really knew her; to what
extent did she really know anyone? But she was a familiar face, and a familiar
voice, and they were used to each other. She did not want to be tempted to
vulnerability near her – but she could vent a little, right? She could have
that much?


“It is a morbid feeling to stand here and see
a place where we shared a kiss, perhaps our most passionate kiss, broken under
a bomb. There was so much I could not stop.”


Sgt. Agni nodded. “With respect, you are
young, handsome and likely to bounce back.”


Madiha almost laughed, but she knew she would
have sounded bitter.


“Have you ever been in love, Sergeant Agni?”
She was getting carried away now.


“I do not know. I have found people sexually
attractive, but it was nothing profound.”


“I was in love.” Now she truly sounded
bitter, and she could not stop. She didn’t want to. “But my ambivalence tore it
all apart. I felt a drive away from peace and warmth, but I wanted so
desperately to keep it in addition. I thought I could fill myself up everything
she wanted to give me, and that regardless of what I chose to do afterwards, I
could always come back and nothing would change. I never gave anything back – I
never had anything to give back. I took, and I didn’t even know that was what I
was doing. I drank to fill the absence and left with the thirst. Maybe if I had
settled, things would be different.”


Sgt. Agni said nothing. What could she say?
She knew nothing about this.


It was foolish for Madiha to continue. 


She had wanted to wave her hand and dissipate
all of these vulnerabilities but water (perhaps blood) kept seeping through the
cracks, winding its way and eroding deeper and greater fissures in her facade.
This time, it was all the same as before.  She was pulled too many ways at
once, and she just ended up broken in the same manner over and over again. 


She wanted both the grave strength and
the genuine warmth, so she had none.


She had wanted the world of light and love
and peace to fill all the dark cracks in the monument of her life, all those
moments lost to violence and chaos and never to return. 


And yet, the scything blade of history called
to her again and again. 


Always she and Chakrani wrestled with this
ambivalence, this desire to chase after the forgotten child hero of the old war
and to conduct that old war over again. For a time they made love, they
played house, each desiring the other above all else. But ultimately,
war called to her, for the final fateful act. Overnight, Chakrani’s Madiha
was gone.


Instead she became Kimani’s “Right Hand of
Death,” hunting spies for years.


Now she became “The Hero of the Border,” a
phantom created to repel Nocht.


Always something filled her, because she had
nothing of her own but to chase War.


War – “the scything blade of history” –
could not be escaped. Was she born to it?


What was its promise? What was it that lured
her away from comfort in the light?


Her mind flailed behind her cold facade, and
it settled on a tragic conclusion.


Yes, it all made sense, when one played with
thoughts of inhumanity.


Over twenty years ago during the Ayvartan
Civil War there was a child named Madiha Nakar who would become entangled in
events beyond her reckoning, and become a hero to people who would slowly
forget as they lost the need to remember. Even she forgot.


Perhaps, in truth, this child, whose mind was
lost to those events, was born without a purpose, without an origin. Perhaps
there was never a Madiha Nakar who was lost, who never completed her childhood,
who never lived in the world as others did, who never became a human to
anyone’s reckoning, because there was no Madiha Nakar at all. 


Perhaps there was not now a Madiha Nakar and
perhaps there was not then a Madiha Nakar. Perhaps she was a fleeting will that
had been born to die. 


More blood for the scything blade. So much
was absent – it made sense.


War offered her only the promise of death.
That was the purpose.


Her mind was void of anything else. What
would drive Madiha to do anything?


It wasn’t even a question because there was
no concrete Madiha in her mind.


“Commander, are you alright? You are
shaking.” Sgt. Agni asked.


Reflexively, as though the only thing left of
her still thinking rationally were her hands, Madiha withdrew her barbiturates,
and drank a pill. She felt it go roughly down her throat.


“I need to see a doctor about my dosage.”
Madiha said, her voice falsely amicable.


Sgt. Agni quietly nodded.


Without further comment she left and rejoined
the survey company’s efforts.


Madiha took one last look at the remains of
the Goloka. 


Staggered by storming memories
she peeled herself away from the ruin, taking heavy steps away with Sgt.
Agni. She thought if she looked at it any more she would have wanted to be
buried with the rubble. While the cruel voices in her head quieted, Madiha
still felt obliterated, as though truly turned to nothing. They had
chipped away the last of her.










28-AG-30 Central District Headquarters, “Madiha’s House”


 


“We haven’t even gotten to talk about a movie
for a while.”


Parinita watched the column depart from
the office window. 


At first she sighed, but the sighs turned to
tears. 


She tried to squelch the first drops with the
back of her hand, but her mouth started to make sobs, and her body turned cold
and shook. She closed the door, and lay behind Madiha’s desk, slamming her back
in frustration against the hard wood and the metal frame.


For what seemed like hours she remained
behind that desk, her legs stretched against the door to keep it closed
shut, shedding copious tears, and berating herself. She beat her head against
the desk, and bawled out loud. Never before had she felt so helpless.


She felt like such a fool. Madiha’s fire was
growing brighter and stranger before her eyes, and her actions had become
erratic and dangerous. She could be consumed at any moment and still Parinita
had failed to explain to her anything of what she knew!


But there was a shuddering in her chest
whenever she imagined that conversation.


She felt a terrible anxiety toward it and it
always gave her pause. Damnable weakness!


Deep in her heart she feared that Madiha
would not understand. 


What if all of this was solely in Parinita’s
head? 


What if it was just another lingering scar of
her grandmother’s contempt and her mother’s negligence? Perhaps there was no
Fire that was eating Madiha and no Power in her. Perhaps Madiha was just Madiha
and nothing more. Perhaps she had it all wrong.


After all could anyone truly confirm whether
the legends were true? At first she had thought that if she sat down with
Madiha, the Major would have a related epiphany, and at once the two of them
would have connected and resolved everything between them.


But slowly, like an icy build-up over her
skin, it dawned upon the Secretary that she could potentially approach Madiha
and explain everything she thought she knew, entangled in bizarre myth and
half-remembered history, and that in turn Madiha could recoil in fear,
tragically, disastrously, having no frame of reference, having no experiences
that could confirm it. And after this final wound between them, Madiha would
depart.


She would burn out all alone and vanish from
history.


Parinita’s trepidation hit its peak, and she
could not bear the thought of this. 


She felt like a thief, who stole away with a
piece of Madiha, something she needed to know to understand herself and would
never uncover on her own. But how could they share in something so strange and
distant? How did human beings even communicate across these horrifying gulfs
between them? Parinita felt so isolated, lost and anxious.


She stalled and stalled, and Madiha grew
further and further away. Now it seemed the most impossible thing, to confess
to her what Parinita knew – that she was not a twisted thing, that she was not
a monster, that Madiha was gifted and exceptional and necessary.


And valuable, beautiful, powerful,
inspirational; Parinita shook her head.


Madiha did not need this right now. That much
she had made perfectly clear.


Parinita had work, and her work was not this.
This could wait a little bit. 


It had to, she supposed.


The Chief Warrant Officer wiped away her
tears, stood up from the desk, fixed her tie and patted down her skirt, and
departed the office, clipboard in hand. 


Madiha wanted her to work, and the army
needed her to work, so she would work.


She would find something to organize in this
chaotic day. 


She would weather the distance, for Madiha’s
sake, for what Madiha wanted.


Her tears had hardly dried completely before
she was stopped outside her office.


“C.W.O Maharani, the Weather battalion’s
received new information.”


A young, out of breath staff member stopped
before her, grasping a bundle of papers in his shaking fingers. He bent nearly
double, coughing, having run all the way from the other side of the building.
Parinita patted him in the back gently while taking the documents from him and
reading them quickly. She understood immediately the source of his concern. 


Based on these new projections the clouds
overhead were not intent on simply drizzling over them; and the isolated
thundering was only a harbinger for worse to come. 


An alert had to be sounded.


“We need to contact all units quickly! Has
anyone reached the Commander?”


The staff member looked up at her, hands on
his knees.


She recoiled from the dire look in his eyes.


“I’m sorry Chief, we haven’t been able to
reach her.” He said grimly.


Parinita dropped the documents and ran past
him, rushing to the staff office. She tried not to feel overwhelmed or overcome
by helplessness. She had to do something! They had to put out an Army level
contact and quickly – if Madiha stayed out there for any longer spirits only
know what would become of her! All of the river district was in danger!










28-AG-30 Umaiha Riverside – 2nd Line Corps Area


 


Carried by the surging winds, rain
battered against the defensive lines on the southeast district, falling over
gun shields and down the necks of cloaks, pooling around sandbags. Machine guns
and anti-tank guns on a bridge and its two adjacent streets watched the roads
and a pair of buildings, one on each side, served as forward bases overseeing
the defense. 


Men and women stood around the guns, taking
cover in their sandbag redoubts and behind the bridge’s balustrade. They
huddled on the riverside streets, flanked by the blocks of buildings and the
cobblestone roads into the trendy shops and the historic areas. 


Between the redoubts and below anyone’s
notice the river swelled.


Troops from the 2nd Line Corps in
the southeast kept their eyes peeled for the enemy, but the growing rain
reduced visibility, and introduced an even greater and subtler danger – a
languid feeling in bellies and heads. Tranquility and contentedness. Along the
Umaiha the soldiers had not seen fighting for two days now, and under the
growing rain it seemed impossible to muster the energy to fight. Yawning, they
let the watch slack.


It didn’t matter. 


Under the driving deluge and growing thunder
the first shells flew silently.


But they did not land.


All at once a half-dozen heavy shells
exploded in the air just over the heads of the defenders. Fragments rained down
on them just as fast as they normally flew up from stricken ground. Over gun
shields, through tarps, around sandbags the fragments flew, cutting a swathe
across the defensive line. Few died, but everyone was reeling. 


Inside the forward base buildings it took a
minute before anyone caught on.


Direct fire followed as they tried to
respond.


Shells smashed against sandbags and tore the
gun shields right off machine guns. They smashed holes into the balustrade and
pounded against the base buildings, finally waking the officers inside to the
threat. Light mortar rounds crashed around the line, causing little damage but
much confusion. Men and women shifted fighting positions in the wake of the
shelling and found lead flying around them. Machine gun fire streaked over the
lines. 


In the distance, men in beige uniforms,
uncloaked, fully soaking in the rain, charged against the line with rifles and
bayonets, with grenades in hand, under the cover of two tanks, unseen artillery
and multiple machine gunners mounted on light cars.


Within several hundred meters the enemy had
come to Umaiha’s south-bound stretch.


Batallón de Asalto “Drachen” of the Primera
de Infanteria was on the move.


Von Drachen followed right behind his men, on
the right bank of the Umaiha. 


He had the same amount of troops on either
side, without having taken any of the bridges – but he preferred the right,
because there was more territory to cover on his right. His left was up against
the city limits in a sense, and made him feel trapped. 


Walking briskly toward the defenses along
with his column, he could see everything transpiring; if so inclined he could
have shouted orders to the men in front of him.


That wouldn’t be necessary. This attack had
been well prepared for and well rehearsed.


His handpicked forces had effected a stealthy
crossing much further south, before there was even an Umaiha to cross at all,
tramping through the rubble the Ayvartans believed would deter passage. While
Nocht sat and wondered why their brute strength and dizzying speed continued to
fail them, Von Drachen had stopped launching hopeless attacks along the Vorkämpfer’s
foolishly planned routes and began forging his own perfect path.


Now he had a column moving against the
defenses on both sides of the river, rather than on one. He had artillery and
armor against an enemy that thought him devoid of both. 


At the head, his two Escudero tanks
put their quick-firing 40mm cannons to good use. They had been adapted from
Helvetian anti-air artillery, but exploded just fine against sandbags, rock and
human flesh. Dozens of explosive shells crashed against the Ayvartan lines, taking
out chunks of sandbag and leaving vicious bite marks on rock and concrete. 


Behind them, mounted on light all-terrain
cars received from Nocht, Von Drachen had his machine gunners stand on the
passenger seat and deploy their guns on improvised mounts, shooting
relentlessly to cover his advance up the stone streets. 


Finally, a kilometer behind the advancing
columns, he had deployed his artillery: six powerful 15 cm guns, and
twelve 6 cm mortars now shelling the enemy haphazardly.


He raised a hand radio to his mouth. “Silencio
por dos minutos.” 


Silence for two
minutes.


At once the shelling of the mortars and the
guns stopped completely, and movement hastened. Von Drachen’s tanks sped
forward and his men broke into a dash.


As the charge grew earnest, resistance
stiffened and the enemy returned fire. 


Frontal blows and vicious, rapidly wizzing
45mm attacks from the defensive line gave his tanks sudden pause. Ayvartan
machine guns opened fire, and Ayvartan riflemen and women started to dig their
heels and peek out of cover. Lead started to fly into his column and Von
Drachen started to see his men fall, but this did not concern him. 


Within two minutes the distance was
methodically closed to within the hundred meters.


“Tiempo al blanco.” He said
over his radio. Time on target. 


His favorite artillery order.


All at once the Ayvartan defensive line
exploded again with the fire from all his guns and mortars. All six guns and
twelve mortars that had gone silent coordinated a single devastating hit, timed
perfectly to hit every part of the Ayvartan line simultaneously. 


On the bridge all of the forward-facing
balustrade exploded into chunks, and corpses fell from the bridge into the
growing river along with mangled bits of their machine guns and anti-tank
weapons; a shell exploded over each of the two thick sandbag redoubts blocking
traffic on the riverside streets, the fragments descending like a shower of
needles in the company of rain; several mortar rounds exploded among scattered
Ayvartan fighters and over the roofs and before the doors of their little
forward bases. 


In the face of the artillery attack Ayvartan
fire quieted.


Those last hundred meters were nothing to Von
Drachen’s men. 


They now charged ahead uncontested. Both
Escuderos smashed right through the sandbag walls, and his scout cars hit their
brakes, allowing machine gunners to charge into the fray. Hundreds of men
poured into the streets, meeting the hundreds of exposed men and women on the
opposite side, shooting and stabbing and trampling in a savage melee. 


Both the tanks turned their guns up from the
street fighting, and put several shells through the windows into the
forward bases, exploding among Ayvartan officers and radios and supplies and
their sheltered wounded. In a swift blow the HQs were gone.


Blood flowed into the river, and smoke and
fire joined the rising wind and falling rain.


Three days of planning, and within the space
of twenty minutes, Von Drachen had broken his first line. He walked past the
ruined bridge, crossed a street corner, and laid under an awning, taking
shelter from the rain while his men charged through the door. 


Knives and bayonets flashed through the
windows, and the occasional rifle bullet went through one of the thin walls.
There were screams and roars and struggle. 


Upstairs a grenade went off.


Von Drachen lit a cigar, and tried to
ignore the clammy feeling from his wet uniform.


One of his light cars dashed past the
building and braked at the edge of the broken-down sandbag wall of the
defender’s old redoubt. Riflemen chased after retreating enemies and machine
gunners opened fire relentlessly into the breach in the enemy lines. 


Running gun battles erupted further up the
street as the Ayvartans dashed from their positions while being hounded by the
advancing Cissean riflemen. From his vantage Von Drachen could see little of
it, but he heard the continuous stamping of feet, the intermittent cracks of
rifles, as the converging masses took their battle dozens of meters away.


From the car, Colonel Gutierrez dismounted,
and approached Von Drachen. He saluted.


“We’ve got them on the run sir. We can see
the next line. Artillery is readjusting.”


“Good. Tell the men to keep running, and not
to stop. Same for the tanks and cars.”


Colonel Gutierrez nodded. 


He saluted again, and then the old man turned
and marched toward the car.


Overhead a deafening burst of thunder masked
the sudden swelling of the river. 


A massive wave surged up over the borders of
the street and crashed past the bridge.


Surging water overtook the Colonel’s
car, shoving the machine gunner off his mount and smashing him against the
stones. Gutierrez nearly leaped back in fear, and rushed away from the
edges without looking until he had shoved carelessly back into Von
Drachen.


The General’s cigar fell off his lips and
into a puddle just outside the awning.


Von Drachen stared dejectedly at the
moist stick, and felt something close to mourning.


“Que carajo paso?” Von
Drachen said, in a gentler voice than was probably warranted.


“Oh, excuse me, General; the river,
sir! Santa
Maria I’ve never seen such a thing.”


“You’ve never seen a river? I’m not so sure
anymore of your qualifications here then.”


“No! No, General, I mean I’ve never seen one
swell up like that! This is dangerous!”


Dangerous? Von Drachen took a casual glance
at the river. Another wave suddenly rose and crashed over the shattered
balustrade of the bridge, sweeping away the corpses and the metal husks of the
ruined Ayvartan emplacements and swallowing them whole.


“Maybe. But; I believe this presents a unique
opportunity as well!” Von Drachen said.


Gutierrez looked at him, wet and miserable. “Ay dios mio.”










28-AG-30 Umaiha Riverside – 31st Engineers Survey


 


Clouds thickened and darkened, and the wind
worked itself to a frenzy. Over Bada Aso the growing storm blocked out the
sun and reduced its radiance to a bleak gloom.


Thick sheets of rain cascaded over the
city, and seemed to turn the world monochrome and mute. Rainfall was the
predominant sound, clanging against steel, pattering against rock, tapping on
the rubber tarps on the half-tracks. Water pooled over any depression in the
ground, turning the roads into a series of puddles within a latticework of
rock. 


Waves rose and water splashed as
the convoy headed north up the Umaiha. Carefully the vehicles slowed and
turned on the slick ground, crossing from the right bank to the left. They
gathered around a wide two-story building near the bridge, parking in
alleyways.


A metal shutter opened on the right side of
the building’s face, and two tanks emerged to join the dismounting
engineers. Both were Goblin tanks, with their drum shaped turrets, conspicuous
turret counterweights, thin, long guns and steep, almost flat long plates and
angular tracks. One of the tanks had a pair of long antennae reminiscent
of an insect’s atop the turret, while the second boasted a long aerial
atop its turret like an angel’s halo. A hatch opened on this particular tank,
and a KVW officer appeared and waved his hand stiffly.


Sgt. Agni and Madiha waved back at him,
dressed in their cloaks under the rain.


“Give her a demonstration!” Sgt. Agni called
out. 


Atop the tank, the officer acknowledged.


Madiha heard a distinct mechanical wirring
and a buzzing noise inside the lead tank. Sgt. Agni approached the machine and
lifted every single hatch – it was hard to see inside, for it was very dark in
its cramped confines and very gloomy out of them. 


But Madiha thought she could not see anyone
inside the tank. 


Everyone on the street gave the machine a bit
of clearance, and it started moving forward. Its turret turned all 360 degrees
around; it looped around the building once. It fired its gun across the river
and smashed a two meter hole into the side of a building.


Sgt. Agni clapped her hands. Madiha did not
quite understand the point yet.


Finally the so-called teletank and the
officer’s tank parked in front of the vehicle depot.


Everyone approached again for a closer look.
The Engineers looked curious for once.


“This is a teletank.” Sgt. Agni said. She
patted one of the Goblins on its track guard.


“It looks like any other Goblin to me. What
makes them special to us?” Madiha asked.


“Radio control.” Sgt. Agni said. “Inside that
tank,” she pointed to the officer’s vehicle, “there is radio control equipment
that sends signals to the unmanned tanks,” she patted the track on the Goblin
nearest to her again. “When the Control tank sends the correct signal to its
frequency, the Drone tanks follow these commands electronically.”


“So there’s nobody inside that tank?” Madiha
asked, tapping her knuckles on the same tank Agni petted, as though she would
hear a hollow sound from it to confirm her curiosity. She peeked her head into
the front hatch, and inside she found a box full of lights and vacuum tubes and
dials, and electrical wiring across every surface. No humans anywhere. 


There were still seats but it didn’t seem
like more than one person could fit inside.


“Not a soul.” Sgt. Agni replied. “It is
controlled by radio. Electronic equipment inside the drone tanks receives
signals via radio, and depending on the input it receives, it will follow
certain preset commands. We can power the tracks, turn the tank, turn the
electric turret, and fire the guns. Skillful handling can allow this tank to
perform like any other.”


Madiha was skeptical. “How does it load
shells for the anti-tank gun?”


Agni was prepared for this questions too.
“There is a complicated auto-loading system inside that contains twenty shells,
cycling between Armor-Piercing High Explosive and High Explosive Fragmentation,
all of them 45mm type as normal for a Goblin.”


“Auto-loading?”


 “All
of that machinery in the tank works to cycle the breech automatically and load
shells – the concept of the drone tanks evolved from a desire to use the
auto-loader, but the impossibility of cramming a crew inside the turret with
it. We’ve largely failed to scale down the system, unfortunately, but it has
found a home in these drones.” She spoke a little quicker and clearer when
detailing the mechanical functions – it was her clearly her preferred subject,
and she had a command of it. One could almost call her tone emphatic, inaccurate
as that would have been. However it was certainly affected, in a subtle way.


Madiha whistled. “Incredible. I had no idea
we had this technology.”


“Neither does the Civil Council and the
Territorial Army, to be honest. We received all of this equipment alongside the
big tanks when the 5th Mechanized Division joined us. They brought their
experimental telemechanized company with them and subordinated it to our use.
Inspector General Kimani thought that it was an adequate addition to our
operational plan. At first I was skeptical, having only heard of this
technology in theory. I did not want to waste your time; but I felt confident
presenting them to you after I had a good look at them. Certainly they are
more palatable for the plan than the alternative.”


“Yes.” Madiha said. She felt a trembling
inside her stomach. 


She had planned to carry out the most
dangerous part of the Hellfire Plan using live human volunteers. Any KVW
soldier would have unquestioningly put down their life to complete the plan,
but she already felt like enough of her ideas had ended up becoming suicide
missions, without also directing an explicit suicide
mission to top it all off. 


Sgt. Agni was quite right that the
tanks presented something of a relief.


“What is the command range?” She asked. “You
said it’s using a radio.”


Sgt. Agni averted her eyes for a moment,
glancing side-long at one of the tanks. Her expression was blank and her
mannerisms void of emotion but this was a major tell that something was wrong.
She had held Madiha’s eyes perfectly throughout the conversation.


“Right now, around 300 meters.” Sgt. Agni
said. 


She continued avoiding Madiha’s eyes.


“That is unacceptable.” Madiha said. 


Her own voice was picking up a note of
frustration. For her plan 300 meters was simply nothing. Whoever she sent down
would still be in the epicenter of the event!


“I understand.” Sgt. Agni said. Madiha
thought there was a gentler tone to her voice but she might have been
projecting that onto her. She continued. “I have been working on a command
module that can perform the same function as the telecontrol tank but from one
and a half kilometers to two kilometers away. While perhaps a stretch in actual
combat, it will be more than enough for our purposes. We will still be able to
command the tank to move forward and ultimately to shoot even with signal fade.
In addition I am also working on installing a flamethrower on the teletanks we
will use for the final phase.”


“When will this be ready?” Madiha asked. Sgt.
Agni was a blessing – her news had renewed Madiha’s energy just a
touch enough to keep her moving. Her mind started going over military
possibilities rather than internal malaise – she wanted to accelerate to the
final phase if possible, though at the moment Nocht was not yet in a practical
position for it.


Sgt. Agni fidgeted with her long, wavy hair,
arranging several longs over her ear meticulously. “I am trying to get it done
within the week.” She said. Her voice sounded a little lower. “Once I have
found a way that works I can rapidly convert more radios.”


Madiha felt unsteady on her feet. This was a
bit of a sudden blow. But she had to take it. There was no other option at the
moment. No option that was conscionable.


“Thank you, Sgt. Agni.” Madiha said. Her
voice caught in her throat a little. She looked over the tanks; now it was her
turn to avoid Agni’s eyes. “How many teletanks do we have now and how many do
you think can we count on for the final phase, if all goes well?”


“We have ten units in total. Should the
assessments from the Chemical battalion prove correct, we will only need
four detonations, at the most saturated points.”


“Well, I hope they are correct. I am basing
the entire plan on them.”


Sgt. Agni looked her in the eyes. There was
confidence in her again. “History has vindicated those who have heeded the
dangers of Bada Aso’s underground in the past. I am a mechanical engineer, not
a chemical one; but I trust that our Hell will burn brightly.”


Madiha wanted to smile or feel inspired but
it was no longer in her.


“Good.” She said simply. “On that note, let
us look at this tunnel.”


Sgt. Agni nodded. She signaled to a small
squadron of engineers to accompany her. 


Together with the Major they entered the old,
empty building, mostly abandoned save for a working telephone system that was
still maintained. Wires ran into the walls, and there was still a desk in the
lobby with a working phone that anyone could use. All the rest was empty rooms
and halls, graffiti, and discarded toys from adventurous children. 


It was macabre and eerie. Little damage
had been done to it during the bombing, and that only added to the strange
atmosphere inside. Madiha still felt its history.


Once the building had been a police station. 


So much violence and horror occurred in
these rooms and halls, so much infamy, and so many souls lost screaming to its
brutality, that there was much pause for the socialists as to whether they
should demolish it or repurpose it. So it simply stood, a monument to a painful
era, bypassed daily by locals and travelers who could peer through its
windows and doors and enter its walls but ultimately wanted nothing to do with
its ghosts.


Inside the building there was a particularly
large tunnel entrance in the basement level that interested the engineers.
Though the tunnel system was far older than the Imperial Police that had once
occupied the building, several renovations to specific tunnels had been carried
out in secret with the express purpose of moving agents, officers and saboteurs
to aid in the brutalization and liquidation of Bada Aso’s communist cadres.


It was thought that if the so-called
criminals had made the streets their underground, then for them to be rooted
out and exterminated the city had to create a new underground, a hell that lay
beneath their feet. In reality the tunnel expansion was borne of the
hubris of men who desperately needed to appear as though they had a solution to
a growing tide of resistance, and did nothing but expend resources that could
have gone elsewhere.


These tunnels were ones that dug too deep –
perfect for Madiha’s purposes.


In the empty basement, they pointed electric
torches at the gaping black maw.


Sgt. Agni and her engineers produced their
measuring tapes and sized the beast. 


Four meters by four meters – just tall and
wide enough to fit the teletank through.


“There are more tunnels like this in the
central and upper city.” Sgt. Agni said. 


“Thanks to our megalomaniacal predecessors, I
suppose.” Madiha said.


There was a bright flash from upstairs.
Madiha shuddered – her cloak was dripping wet, and the weather was only getting
worse. She thought the Weather battalion must have vastly underestimated
the intensity of the storm. Their tasks were done in this sector; it was
time to move further up the Umaiha. With haste they might beat the worst of the
rain. 


Sgt. Agni led the way upstairs.


A soldier with a backpack radio ran into the
building and met them in the lobby.


“Commander, the 2nd Line Corps have been
broken through. We have no confirmation from the actual 2nd Line Corps, but a
scout saw Cissean troops moving upriver.”


“How far away are they?” Madiha asked the
radio man. “And how many?”


“We’re not sure of much, our scout was not in
a ready state. He was sending a panicked alert to every Ayvartan frequency he
knew. It might have been hyperbole but–”


In a blink everything was in tumult.


For a fleeting moment before the collapse
Madiha felt the pressure wave.


Then everything scattered, like a windblown
stack of cards.


Thunder and a flash; the building shook and
there was a sharp crack and a massive crash. There was an instant of pain and
an eternity of numbness. Dust and heat blew in from the
outside and the world shook and twisted, the ground warped and the
walls closed in. Madiha was blinded and dazed and she knew that it was not
thunder that had fallen from the sky. Her senses were obliterated and she
could not feel her body.


~ ~ ~


 


She was suspended in the dark again.


But they were watching, millions of eyes,
millions of hands.


From the hands the fingers fell; from the
eyes the lashes shed and the lids bulged.


Then the forearms and the corneas and bit by
bit everything fell like old meat.


There was nothing again. She was suspended in
the dark.


There was only blood around her, an ocean of
blood. She clutched her ears.


“You failed them again. You selfish thing.
What was your worth in the end?” 


~ ~ ~


 


Water started coming down over her face, and
her eyes opened and burnt as the cold drops dripped over her lids. Before her,
framed in jagged concrete, there was only the dark sky, traced by deep violet
thunder. She thought blearily to raise her hands and cover her eyes from the
water and the flashing lights, but she could not move her arms.


She heard gunfire in the streets, and a loud
blast farther up the road. 


Smoke and dust rose into the sky somewhere
far, blown over her concrete trap and into her sight by the wind. Dust and tiny
rocks sifted off the sides of her prison. Rocks were pushed aside, and she felt
as though her tomb was being dug through. 


She saw Sgt. Agni’s face.


“Commander, Commander, can you hear me?”


Agni reached down a gloved hand and took
Madiha’s cheek, and pushed her head up.


It started to dawn on her all at once that
her body was buried in concrete. 


She started to shake and to squirm and try to
slide out of the rock.


 But
she could not, she could not budge her arms or her legs. 


She could feel them again and she could feel
them moving – and they hurt. She had not lost them. But she could not free
them. She was trapped in here.


“I can’t move!” She shouted. Her mind was racing.
“Agni, I can’t move!”


“We are under attack from Cissean forces.”
Sgt. Agni said. “That had to have been a salvo from a 15 cm battery. I
have no idea how they moved everything up this quickly.”


Water came down over them in a deluge. Madiha
couldn’t see anything well.


Clarity was returning. She felt a tightness
in her chest and stomach, a thrill down her spine. Her mouth hung open, the
cold rain dribbling down her lips. Her breathing quickened. There was a grim
realization of what all of this meant. Her time had finally come.


“Go!” She shouted. “Take the Engineers and
go! I need you to carry out the plan!”


Sgt. Agni averted her eyes.


“Only one of us is needed for the plan to
work! That’s you, Agni! You need to go!”


To Madiha all of this made a dire sense. She
was resolved. 


She was finally making the rational decision.



All of history had conspired to lead her
here.


Her purpose fulfilled, she would be free
and clean in death.


Everything made sense now – except the
response to her desperate logic.


“Commander I cannot follow that order.” Sgt.
Agni said.


Madiha stared, and shook her head, whipping
about her wet hair.


“What did you say? You’re being ridiculous!
You have to go, Agni!”


“Let me rephrase that. I will
not follow that order.” Sgt. Agni said.


Again the world was breaking apart around
her. This order that had been carefully constructed in Madiha’s raging,
struggling mind was a shambles again.


Agni pulled the handset from a backpack radio
just out of Madiha’s field of vision.


“Resist the Cissean attack as strongly as
possible.” She said. She was not heeding Madiha’s orders. She was not running.
“Pull back the tanks and vehicles from the shelling area. Deploy machine guns,
demolitions charges and flamethrowers. Hide in the rubble. I am coming to organize
the defense, but our priority is to free the Commander–”


“Cancel that order!” Madiha shouted at the
top of her lungs. “Cancel that order! Sgt. Agni is disobeying a direct
command! Cancel that order and retreat! Retreat!”


Sgt. Agni reached down a hand and clamped it
around Madiha’s mouth, muffling her.


Madiha started to weep. This was so absurd!
This was such an injustice! 


Why? Why? Why?


“I repeat–” Agni said, and repeated her order
more clearly. 


She then put down the handset.


She raised her hand from Madiha’s mouth, and
struggled to stand. 


Agni cast glances around her surroundings and
started moving between the sides of Madiha’s prison, pushing on rocks, chipping
away at the edges, gauging the strength of the tomb. She was implacable as
always, her face unaffected even by these horrifying events. That was the
influence of the KVW, their training, their conditioning. 


But it didn’t make sense. She should have
listened.


She should have left Madiha to die just as
readily as she would have died for Madiha’s sake, if ordered to do so. If
ordered to do so. But she was not. She was not leaving her!


“Why won’t you go?” Madiha said, choked up,
desperate, tapping into all her remaining strength to keep screaming, “Why
won’t you leave me? I’m ordering you to go! I’m ordering you! You need to go so
we can succeed! I am not worth all of your lives!”


“It has never been a balance between your
life and ours, commander. There is no authority calculating the weight of our
blood. You do not have to die; you do not have to expiate for this. We have
always fought by your side willingly. That is why I am here, willingly. You
will allow me this agency.” Sgt. Agni said coolly. She lifted a stone from near
Madiha’s side and tossed it away. Under it was a larger, heavier one.


Delirious from the pain and the pressure on
her body, Madiha’s senses started to swim and warp. She felt drained, her
throat raw, her eyes burning, water creeping into her nose. She moaned and
mumbled. “I don’t want any more of my people to sacrifice themselves!”


Sgt. Agni stopped working and returned to
Madiha’s side. She looked her in the eyes.


“We have been together for more than just
this war’s ten days, Major.” Agni said. “I think of you as a comrade and so do
they. So do our
people. This is not about our sacrifice; nothing has been about sacrifice. I will protect you
and bring you back safely, Madiha.”


Around Madiha the grey sky and the grey
concrete melded together. Her senses were leaving her completely. She fell back
to the dream, defeated. Agni’s words did not penetrate to her. They caused her
to reel and cry. Even in death she was unable to prevent the sacrifice of her
comrades. That was what she thought, trapped by rock and guilt.


That was what she was sure of. Nothing about
her life made sense to her otherwise.


What was Madiha Nakar otherwise? What was her
purpose, what did she mean?


That word that Agni so strongly denied kept
rolling around in Madiha’s head.


She followed the word into unsconsciousness.
Sacrifice. Sacrifice. Sacrifice.










18.  A Pulse In The Ruins


 










---


Across Ayvarta rushed the grey tide. From the
bordering nations of Mamlakha and Cissea, once a part of the same land, the
grey tide charged Shaila and Adjar. It turned along the curve of the
Kucha, capturing Tambwe and Dbagbo on its sides, headed east, northeast, to the
red sands, to Solstice, and beyond, across Ayvarta.


The Grey Tide snuffed out the fires
lighting the beacon of socialism.


Aster, Hazel, Postill, Lilac, Yarrow, gone.
It was done. The Grey men won.


Ayvarta turned grey, and the grey men marched
in their uniforms. From then on it was all pickaxe and plow for the red people.
Coldly they were watched as they toiled until they died. Iron for the
factories, grain for the tables, gold for the coffers, oil for the burners,
thousands of miles away in the land of frozen hearts. Disunited the world
watched them.


But wealth was not eternal. Over a hundred
years the plow would hit rock and the pick would find no more rock to hit.
Coffers dried of yellow gold and the black gold no longer drew from the
coffers. Again the grey men would march. At first it would be with honeyed
words. Requests, exchanges, fair trades, free markets, supplies and demands;
backed by a diplomacy of unquenchable thirst on one side and helpless desperation
on the other.


There was
no longer one red people. Everything looked red to the grey.


Every nation had something they wanted.
Lubon, Hanwa, Kitan, Svechtha, Helvetia, Higwe, Mankarah, Bakor, Borelia,
Occiden, and Cassia – the eyes would turn to them.


At first with honeyed words. “You have things
we desire. Give them to us.”


But what was desired could never be
given fairly or peacefully. 


Grey uniforms, marching, marching, told the
world needs more picks and plows.


On would the grey tide go; bombs fell before
them that exploded like earthbound suns, mobile fortresses like battleships on
land crushed whole cities, planes that covered the globe in the blink of an eye
subjugated all resistance, tanks impregnable to weaponry rolled over the new
plowers, the new pickers. From one land to the next until they were
all grey.


Such was the way. Wealth clamored for wealth.
Power needed power.


And then what? Once the wealth was drawn and
the power had gone?


She could
see no more of it. She did not want to. It could not happen.










13th of the Postill’s Dew, 2008 D.C.E


 


Solstice Dominance – City of Solstice,
Sarahastra District Hospital


 


Several days since the Ayvartan Revolutionary
Declaration


 


Outside the room door the nurse pleaded for
her patient to be left alone. 


She informed the unannounced visitors that
the patient that they sought was not doing well, that the fighting in the
streets had her skittish, and that she was vulnerable and needed rest because
of her deteriorating, chronic condition. The Hospital was unaffiliated, she
said, and they wouldn’t allow access to patients to either side of the
conflict. 


In her eyes they were all the same, she went
on to say, thugs, murderers–


Kimani grabbed the nurse and brandished a
pistol, pressing the barrel to her temple.


“I’m not asking for your political opinion; I
am demanding you move aside now.”


Weeping and choking with sobs, the nurse
nodded slowly and unlocked the door.


Kimani nodded toward the hallway, where
someone else had been watching the scuffle. Her companion approached, a tall
and slim child in worker’s overalls, a boy’s long button-down shirt and a
red beret too large for her head. Kimani was about 1.9 meters tall, a head
taller than the nurse; for an 8 year-old Madiha was tall at 1.5 meters. 


She was almost the nurse’s size.


Madiha passed the two of them, turned
the door knob, and peeked inside.


Silently she looked over her shoulder
and nodded her head affirmatively to Kimani.


“Go in.” Kimani said. She released the nurse,
who hurtled down the hall in fear.


They had reached their objective, but their
time was running out. They hurried inside.


From the bed, a shriek. “Messiah defend me; a
demon assails me in this dark hour!”


Madiha averted her eyes from the bed, rubbing
her upper arm in discomfort. She was silent. Kimani rubbed her left temple in
frustration. She walked past the bed and looked out the windows. Madiha could
hear the rifles up the block; pow pow pow.  Just by
craning her head a little she could see the streaks of smoke across the sky.
All around the city there was smoke and death and gunfire. She had caused some
of it – a crucial sum, in fact.


On the bed the woman thrashed away from the
visitors, covering herself with her sheets. She had lost all of her hair, and
her eyes looked sunken. Her complexion was paler than ever, and her Ayvartan
was more difficult to understand through her accent and through the slurring of
her voice, probably a result of painkilling drugs. 


She seemed to be wasting away.


“I’m not a demon, Sister Benedicta. I’m
Madiha, Madiha Nakar. I want to ask you–”


Sister Benedicta lashed out. “You are! You
are a demon! From the moment I saw you I knew! I knew you had been wrought by
the devil herself! From your skin to your eyes!”


Kimani returned from the windows, hands
over her eyes with exasperation.


“We don’t have time for this, but she won’t
talk if I thrash her anyway.” Kimani said.


“Yes, please do not thrash her. Or anybody
else if you can help it.” Madiha said.


 She
had become very eloquent for a child over the past year. 


Reading tough newspapers and books, to
understand socialism, had done a lot for her speech. But she was still a child
– she still looked at sister Benedicta with helplessness. This was a person who
had always wielded immense power over Madiha, and still did. 


She still held something precious, too
precious to strike her down for her sins, but so precious she would always
withhold it for its power. The situation was intractable.


“Does she even know?” Kimani said. “Maybe she
has no idea, Madiha.”


“I know she knows.” Madiha said. She sighed.
She had gladly gone to chase after this ghost, but now she understood. “She’s
not going to say it, because she knows it hurts me.”


From the bed sister Benedicta smiled, an
evil, cruel smile. 


“For all anyone knows or cares it was the
devil that made you child! It’s the devil that controls you! You brought the
devil to a place of worship and you brought it to this city, and you cast God
out of this city, and you ended God’s enlightenment and blessing here, and that
is why your people kill each other on the streets! The Good Lord who gave His
flesh so we would be free of sin, and you spat in His face! You Ayvartans are
all the same!”


Kimani grit her teeth and nearly raised her
pistol to the nun, but Madiha held on to her arm, so that she would not shoot
her. She grabbed her arm and pulled her away from the bed and toward the
corner, and though Kimani was much stronger than her, she allowed herself to
taken. Madiha was certain that she would have shot otherwise. She had already
shot a lot of people today – and yesterday, and the day before. It was becoming
easy and routine. It was more frequent than Madiha ever thought. All of the
adults around her were whipped into a mute fury, and in Madiha this manifested
only as a skittish fickleness.


Certainly she had wanted to come here. 


She had convinced Kimani to take her from the
safety of the compound, into the fighting streets, and out to this hospital,
when they learned that a sister from Madiha’s old orphanage was here, one that
might know. But seeing her in this state, and seeing the city in this state,
and Kimani in this state; Madiha’s problems and questions looked so small. She
just wanted to get back to her comrades in the compound now.


“Madiha, I don’t want to let this demagogue
hurt you any longer.” Kimani said.


“She’s a sad old woman who is all alone and
it doesn’t matter.” Madiha said.


“It matters! You have a right to know. I
thought you wanted to.” Kimani said.


“I thought I wanted to know too.” Madiha
said, avoiding Kimani’s eyes.


“Couldn’t you peer into her mind? Couldn’t
you pry her head for your answers?”


Holding her hand tight the child shook her
head despondently. “I could potentially search her mind for it, but to do so I
would have to endure all the hatred she feels too.”


Kimani rubbed her free hand down her face
again. Madiha slowly let go of the other.


“Shacha and Qote are going to be quite
annoyed with me for this. I put you in danger.”


“I’ll talk to them. Sorry I roped you
into this. It was silly. I’m being really stupid.”


Sister Benedicta watched the two of them with
trepidation while they spoke. Finally she let out a hollow, croaking laugh.
“God’s Fire is coming child! You and your barbaric horde will be brought low by
flame! You turned from his light, and now taste the inferno!”


Madiha looked at the laughing, screaming nun
in terror, and she saw past her, through the window; a pillar of smoke and fire
rose up toward the heavens in the distance.


“Chinedu! Is that–”


“A Prajna!” Kimani shouted in disbelief.
“They fired one Prajna! How, at what–”


This was all the time that God or whoever
gave them on the surface of Aer. 


In the next instant the earth shook, the
building rumbled. The 800mm shell of the Imperial Prajna supergun had
soared through the sky with a trail of fire, and crashed through the roof of
the Sarahastra hospital. Had the structure been any smaller, certainly everyone
inside would have been annihilated instantly in the massive blast.


But the district hospital was a mammoth of
concrete, and the gargantuan explosive only split the building in half.
Prajna’s shell impact was like an earthquake and the burst shattered every
window, cracked every floor and threw everyone off their feet.


When the shell hit Madiha felt the shaking,
and her vision blurred, and she lost all control of her body. Walls cracked,
the roof collapsed, Sister Benedicta was crushed screaming in her bed, the
floor crumbled, and then Madiha fell, soaring through the ruined gap, through
the smoke, as the hospital’s twin halves settled away from one another like a
poor carve cut out of a large cake. She felt nothing, and saw nothing. 


She was suspended in a void.


She would not see anything again for years,
not as herself. But in that instant she had fleeting vision – she saw through
the eyes and the mind of Chinedu Kimani.


Kimani had fallen against the door during the
quake and the burst. 


Much of the room had gone – a wedge shape
across half of it had sunk into the slope of debris that became the cleavage
between the building’s halves. She was in terrible pain, as though her body had
been put in a bag and viciously crushed. Not one bit of her seemed to have
gone unscathed, but she was not bleeding, and nothing felt broken. 


Blearily she moved her legs, her arms. She
was not dead.


She grabbed the door knob and pulled herself
up to a stand. 


The Hospital had sunk toward its side, and
the once flat floors were laid at an angle. Sister Benedicta’s bed was gone
with the wall and much of the floor, all open to the air. Kimani saw the
street, pockmarked with mortar craters and a handful of bodies; the sky,
streaked with smoke. Across the gap where the building split, she saw its other
half, the rooms laid open, survivors crawling and scampering away, and the dead
lying and dangling.


 She
inched her way to the room’s new edge.


Atop a steep hill of debris below she saw
Madiha, thrown over the remains of the nun’s bed. There was blood on her, over
her peaceful face, over her little chest, on her still hands.


“Madiha.” Kimani said, but she did not
voice the words. 


Her lips moved but there was nothing above
the sound of fire and the wind and the sifting of dirt and the shifting of
debris. Her heart quickened, and her breath left her. Her mind was battered by
hundreds of images of this girl, barely eight or nine years old (she did not
know exactly, nobody knew exactly). Madiha screwing her eyes up while reading
difficult papers; Madiha taking time out of her deliveries to ask if hot
and cold formed a dialectic; Madiha, eyes white hot with rage, the world
stirring around her presence.


She had gone through so much, too much, much
more than any child should have – and every step of the way she affirmed
that this was what she wanted. Everyone ahead of herself – everyone the equal
in a perfect world, but she always put them higher than herself. 


She was no demon.


A crash; the door to the room finally
collapsed. Kimani turned over her shoulder.


At the door, a man in a brown uniform and a
cap approached. 


Both his shaking hands held a submachine gun
– an automatic weapon the Imperials had purchased in small quantities from
Lubon, like a small rifle that loaded many rounds from a vertical magazine atop
the bolt group. Judging by that weapon he was one of the Imperial Guard, but he
was young, probably a cadet in an ill fitted uniform. 


He stood at the doorway, standing slanted
toward the right.


“Don’t move, communist!” He shouted. “Come
closer with your hands up!”


“Don’t move, or come closer?” Kimani said,
her eyes wide, her lips quivering.


He grit his teeth and approached, his weapon
up to his face, rattling in his iron grip.


“Don’t move!” He shouted. “I’m going to
disarm you! You are under arrest!”


He took tentative steps forward, eyes
scanning the room through the iron sights, obscuring by the magazine. Kimani
raised her hands; and before he could reaction she hurtled toward him, shoving
his gun against his face and away from her. She seized his belt with her free
hand and drove his own knife through the bottom of his head.


She stared down at his body, breathing
quickened, livid. Her hands shook with rage.


Kimani took the guard’s weapon and his
ammunition and charged out of the room. 


She had to get to the lower floors. 


In the adjacent hallway a pair of men in
imperial uniforms stopped upon seeing her thrust out of the room, and
coldly she raised her carbine, slid to a knee, and opened fire, holding down
the trigger while the bolt on her gun flailed, and the bullets sprayed from the
barrel. Both men hardly recognized her appearance before automatic fire
punched through their chests and bellies, and they clutched their wounds and
dropped to the floor, flopping like dying fish. Kimani picked the explosive
grenades from their belts and ran past.


These were not mere policemen –
imperial grenades were blocks of explosive in a can and would have set
ablaze any suspects and any kind of evidence. This was a purge.


Two floors worth of stairs had been crushed
together like layers on a flattened cake, and a hole leading to a steep slope
of piled up staircase rubble was the only way down. Downstairs she heard a
commotion and though she could not see anything in the dark hole below, she
knew more men were coming. She pulled the pins and threw the grenades down the
slide, taking cover behind what was left of a balustrade. 


She counted and closed her eyes.


Twin explosions, gouts of flame rose up the
hole; a series of screams confirmed her suspicions. Kimani leaped down the
hole, and her feet hit the rubble and slipped out from under her, and she
rolled roughly down onto a bed of men concussed and burned by the grenades. Her
whole body ached, but she picked up her gun from the floor, attached a new
magazine atop the bolt group from the belt of a dying officer, and pushed on. 


They didn’t matter; she didn’t matter.


Kimani didn’t know how many floors down
she was, but she found out soon enough. Running from the slope’s landing, she
shoved through a broken door, into a room full of dazed patients. Like
Benedicta’s room, their wall was open to the air. 


She hurried to the edge.


She saw Madiha again, still unmoving, at
peace, her little mountain meters below.


She saw a dozen men further below her,
combing through the rubble, climbing the mound, standing at the foot of the
slope where it had overtaken the street and road. All were men in imperial
uniforms. Several more rushed through the street and into the building, armed,
yelling orders, shoving around any unlucky survivors they encountered. 


There was probably a whole platoon of
officers involved.


Silently, Kimani took a knee near a piece of
wall, large enough to shield most of her from any fire coming from below. From
her pack she withdrew a flare gun and aimed for the sky above the street below.
She fired and as the bright green flare burst into a flash under the cloudy
sky, she peered from cover and shot the carbine at the men below.


Firing in controlled bursts, Kimani raked the
men climbing around the rubble with bullets, moving from target to target,
pressing and depressing the trigger quickly.


At first they stared in rapt confusion at the
light from the flare, but when the bullets opened on them each man went his own
way, either hitting the dirt, leaping from the slope, rushing to the remnants
of the walls opposite her perch, all scrambling for cover or escape.


None of them were fast enough.


Four bullets on a man, pause, scan,
four bullets on another; just moments apart, grazed and perforated and
pricked, none able to escape. Six men went down in a vicious succession, knees
and shoulders and arms bleeding, hit wherever Kimani could first hit them. Her
element of the surprise now spent, she ducked behind rubble, her barrel hot and
smoking.


Bullets struck the concrete at her back, and
men started screaming for backup.


Kimani dumped her magazine and set it aside
with few bullets left. 


She attached a new one. 


Six men down, six left on the street. 


Below her, the slope of rubble spread out
over the street and onto the road, and here the men had been stationed in the
middle of the street at the foot of the rubble-strewn mound. All of these men
were now likely shooting and screaming at her.


Kimani saw bullets go flying past, and
compacted herself as much as possible. 


Chips of concrete fell over her and saw dust
kicked up. Every officer on the street had zeroed on her perch and were
emptying their guns on it in fully automatic mode. She could scarcely count the
rounds, and the lull between shooters was not enough to retaliate.


She grit her teeth and tried to count the
bullets. She had to focus on this to survive.


Each of them had the same gun she
stole – a Mitra 07. Thirty round magazines, she
repeated to herself, and tried to feel all of the impacts, ignoring the jabs
against her head and shoulders and limbs as the sprays of bullets sent
fragments of rubble flying every way. Mitras were inaccurate and pistol caliber
rounds lacked the punch to penetrate concrete.


But she was focusing on another problem with
the gun’s design. 


She counted and counted.


Sharp cracks started to issue from below.


The hail of gunfire abruptly slowed and
stopped.


Kimani stood fully upright over her chunk of
the broken wall and boldly resumed her attack on the men, pressing the
trigger down and planting her feet, her upper half exposed. As though wielding
a hot sword she slashed through the six men on the street with a furious
wave of gunfire, perforating each man in turn by simply turning her waist and
arms while her gun emptied out. Barrels smoking, magazines near empty and bolts
jammed hard, the men fell aback with their useless guns clutched in dying
grips.


Mitras clogged up easily. 


After fifty or sixty rounds you could expect
the bolt to get stuck.


She cycled the bolt manually, ejecting a
round through it. 


Wouldn’t do have it catch too.


Replacing her magazine, Kimani rushed along
the ruined edges where the rest of the wall once stood, threw her gun down onto
the hill, and she dropped, and skillfully dangled from the jagged cliff with
both hands. She released herself as her momentum carried her against her
half of the building, and landed on the remains of another floor below. 


She was at least 5 meters closer.


She could see Madiha quite well now. 


She was injured, unmoving, probably
concussed; maybe even dead. Tears welled up in Kimani’s eyes. What would it
have taken for Madiha to have a better end than this? 


Had she killed more people, planted more
bombs, would it have made a difference? All she wanted to know was who her
parents were – that was why she left the compound, why she went to face a woman
who had tormented her through her whole life.


Madiha had seen and done many things but she
had only been a girl. 


Ancestors damn it all.


There was no time for this. 


Kimani took a breath, and immediately she
took off running. She leaped off the edge toward Madiha, arched her body, bent
her knees; she hit the ground with her feet first and with gargantuan effort
pushed herself to roll, diffusing the fall. But her roll smashed her into a
heap of rubble and she came to lie on her back, breathing heavily.


Her back felt split open, and she couldn’t
stand. Kimani reached out her hand. Madiha was only centimeters out of her
grasp. She struggled and struggled, feeling her shoulder burn. Her hand came to
lie atop Madiha’s little fingers and she curled them. I


‘m sorry, she thought.


“I’m sorry. I couldn’t be what you needed. We
couldn’t be.” Kimani whimpered.


She heard boots, and soon saw shadows
stretching over her. She felt something press on her side, and then kick her
over on her side. They forced her hand from Madiha.


“Take her to the garrison, she’ll know where
their base is–”


As one the shadows turned, and there were
shouts. 


There was a scramble, movement, gunfire.


When the shadows returned they were gentler.


“Lieutenant Kimani, ma’am, we came as fast as
we could!”


It was her comrades, come fresh from the
fighting upstreet.


“Spirits defend, Madiha’s very hurt! We need
to take her back now!”


Kimani was too injured and exhausted to reply
or to explain, and would not be able to supervise the actions of her subordinates.
She gasped for breath and her consciousness wavered as the Red Guards
approached offering aid. Her vision went dark and in turn so did the
last window that little Madiha, with her powers, had left into the world.


Madiha fell and fell and fell with no
destination. She was gone from reality.


This connection severed, Madiha would go on
to lie in a coma bed for two years and awaken in a new world. Ayvarta was won,
socialism was slowly implemented. She would live, but despite the triumph of
her allies it would be a long road for her. In the care of the state, a
pubescent Madiha, her muscles wasted, speech gone, her precocious
intellect eroded away, would go through several years of a new, painful
childhood, out of which she would only return to her old healthy state at the
tail end of her teenage years. 


She caught up in her education, found love,
and moved on.


All of these things, and what happened before
them, she would go on to forget. 


The Madiha known as Death’s Right Hand and
The Hero of the Border would know only through hearsay and from the tellings of
comrades that she performed heroically in the Civil War, that she spent years
unmoving, and then years unable to speak coherently, years rebuilding her
bodily health. She did not know these things first-hand.


To her these would be only legends and
distant history, as if performed by a distant sibling. Thus there remained a
strange, alien emptiness in her that she would struggle to fill. What was a
person, what truly was a person, other than a vessel for experiences?


What was a human while empty of history?










28th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


 


Adjar Dominance – City of Bada Aso,
Southeast, Riverside


 


Batallon De Asalto “Drachen” advanced, overrunning the first and second
lines in Umaiha. In the midst of the rain, under the rain of shells and rolling
explosions, and against the ruthless advance of the Cisseans the Ayvartan lines
broke down. While the Ayvartans hid behind defenses the Cisseans moved
swiftly, squadrons advancing under effective covering fire, bounding
across what cover could be gotten, swiftly and fearlessly charging through
killing fields with smoke shells and suppressing artillery protecting them.
Losses were inevitable, but the battalion exceeded Von Drachen’s expectations. 


They killed and scattered hundreds.


Von Drachen even had to call in Von Sturm’s
security and leave captives for them!


Cissean troops soon ran unopposed
through the Umaiha riverside. 


A handful kilometers more and they would
be in the next district, in time for the next phase of the battle. On each leg
of the march, a preparatory bombardment from 3 guns pounded each block
three times, just in case. But no more Ayvartan defenses seemed to move to
challenge them. It was conceivable that they might even be home free!


His men were spoiling for a fight, growing
confident. After the second defensive line folded, the Drachen Battalion
advanced as a continuous charge more than an orderly march. It became
difficult to call in preparatory bombardments when the line moved so fast.


“Don’t get too far ahead!” Von Drachen
shouted into his radio.


Riding in the back of Colonel Gutierrez’s
car, soaked in the rain, he raised a pair of binoculars and squinted his eyes,
but no concerted effort could really show him what was transpiring across the
river from him. He saw his troops charging ahead and started losing track of
them. The Umaiha’s eastern side in the city was more thickly populated with big
buildings that served as offices and factories, barracks and company shops, in
its previous life as a corporate district for imperial heavy industry, and then
socialist industry.


There was a lot more infrastructure to stare
at and weave through than in the western bank of the river. Even so the units
there kept too much a lead on the units on Von Drachen’s side of the river, as
though eager to win a race to the city center with their allies.


“They’re getting spirited!” Colonel Gutierrez
said. He sat in the passenger’s side while his restless driver ferried them
along the surging river. Von Drachen did not mind the waves, though the
previous occupant of the car’s pintle mount had been killed by one.


“Spirit is good, but order would be better.”
Von Drachen said ruefully.


“Ah, Raul, let them have their
victory!” Colonel Gutierrez replied.


“Very well, but don’t call me that.” Von
Drachen replied.


Von Drachen looked through
his binoculars again. 


His bombardments raised thick plumes of
smoke and dust in the blocks ahead of the march, blowing across the sky from
the storm winds. They were difficult to see, and so were the men headed for
them. Thick rain and the cover of light posts and balustrades and
decorative plants turned the formations of his men into an indistinct
charging mass that had a clear beginning nearest his slowly advancing car but
no visible end. 


He craned his neck to stare at the slowly
passing second and third stories. Many bore fresh scars from shells and
mortars. Smashed windows, broken doors; chunks of roof and wall, or
whole floors, collapsed under the punishment of a stray 15 cm shell.


“Estamos
cerca de el proximo puente, General,” said the driver. They were close to the bridge, one of the
last in the southeast. A few kilometers further the Umaiha would curve away out
of the city interior and they would have a shot at the center.


“Keep moving at pace, stop only for
contacts.” Von Drachen said. He put away his binoculars and procured his radio.
“How are we doing on howitzer ammunition?”


He was cut off; the Umaiha stirred, and a
wave crashed along the side of the car. 


Von Drachen held on to the gun mount, and his
radio and binoculars were both thrown from his grip. It was like a wave of
cement had struck him, and not water, it felt solid as a stone punch. Pulling
off of the side of the river and toward the opposite street, the car stopped
near a desolate little flower shop. Von Drachen leaped off the back,
nonchalantly wiped himself down under the awning, and hailed a passing radio
man. 


He took his backpack radio and sent him off.


Kneeling beside the pack, Von Drachen
adjusted the frequency and power, and picked up the handset. On the other end
his bewildered artillery crew asked if he was alright.


“I am fine, thank you for your concern. I was
struck by unruly water.” He replied.


On the other end the crews expressed their
hopes for his continued health and safety.


“Indeed, I am grateful. Now, I wanted to ask:
howitzer ammunition, how are we–”


A violent explosion in the east cut him off;
and cut several dozen men worse.


Von Drachen’s vanguard on the eastern end of
the river, two dozen men riding atop and alongside one of the Escudero tanks,
marched along the street passing by an innocuous two-story state pharmacy
straddling the riverside, shuttered and presenting no immediate threat until
its first floor violently exploded in a surge of glass, metal and concrete.


Fire and smoke burst through every orifice in
the structure, consuming the men and the tank in heat and debris. Chunks
of rubble flew across the street and over the river. For the men crossing the
building death was certain; anyone within five meters was flung and burnt
and battered, while out to ten and twenty meters the concrete and glass
shrapnel, where not stopped by another structure, cut and grazed and injured
unprotected men. 


Dozens of men were killed, dozens more
injured, and hundreds were given pause.


Its foundations annihilated, the top
floor slid off in pieces and buried whatever was left of the tank. Only the
cupola on the smashed tank turret peeked above the mound of debris. At once the
columns on both sides of the river lost all of their previous spirit.


Von Drachen sighed audibly and slammed down
the radio handset.


“That was a demolition charge.” He said.
“Gutierrez, car!”


At once Von Drachen lifted the backpack radio
into the staff car and they drove ahead, the column making way for them. They
stopped across the river from the blast site. There were dead even on their end
of the river – Von Drachen saw a corpse lying nearby, a towel dropped over
his head, thick with blood. Bloody chunks of rubble were strewn around him. 


Von Drachen seized a pair of binoculars and a
hand radio from a nearby sergeant. 


Only the width of the river
separated the bulk of his troops. He could see them now.


They were close to the next bridge, leading
to the old police station on their maps. Shells had smashed much of area. Holes
had been blown through the station’s facade and roof. Two blocks down from
the station, the Cissean line stopped at a row of buildings ending in the
smashed pharmacy, the remains of which blocked the riverside street. 


On the radio Von Drachen ordered his men to
climb over the tank in groups of six, engineers in the lead, in a bounding
advance. Hauling a minesweeping rod, six engineers climbed the mound, and held
at the top, waiting for six more men. They descended under the cover of
the new arrivals; another group of six climbed, took position, and waited for
the previous six to descend. Hastily his men formed up and started tackling the
mound.


“Treat the locality as hostile.” Von
Drachen warned them. “Someone had to be nearby to detonate those charges.
Someone is watching you. They know that we are coming and they are out there.
Watch the rooftops, windows, doorways and the higher stories.”


Across the river the men raised their hands
to signal their acknowledgment. They moved cautiously, with the minesweeper at
the fore, and a rifle pointed in every direction. One man kept his eyes
forward; the minesweeper on the ground; two men covered the path upstreet once
they crossed into the intersecting road; two more men watched the windows and
roofs for movement. Ten meters behind them the next group of six moved in.


Von Drachen turned to the men at his
side. 


“From this bank, we shall organize a crossing
of the bridge toward the police station. Have a dozen men move in first – if
they cross and it is not a trap we move the tank next, and then more men a
dozen at a time. Have everyone else stand at the balustrades and watch the
other side of the river, providing covering fire if it becomes necessary.”


There was chatter on the radio. “General,
nos encontramos con una mina!”


“Take care of it, carefully.” Von Drachen
called. They had found a mine. Nochtish troops were equipped with bangalores to
clear minefields, but they had neglected to issue such things to their Cissean
allies. “Ayvartans use old style pressure mines. You can pick it up and defuse
it as long as you don’t trigger the plate atop. Wedge it out carefully.”


Peering across the river, Von Drachen watched
as his men approached the mine and marked the area around it. One of his
engineers used pair of thin metal tools to slowly and gently lift the mine from
its position, probably made to appear as though a tile or a stone. They raised
the object and eyed it suspiciously. They looked stupefied – Von Drachen saw
them touching something attached to the mine and felt a growing sense of alarm.


“Que hacen?” Von Drachen asked,
raising his voice desperately. What are you doing?


One man raised his radio to his mouth. “General, la mina
tiene un hilo–”


Von Drachen’s engineers vanished behind a
sudden flash – the mine detonated into a massive fireball and a cloud of
smoke. Under the rain the fire turned quickly to gas. 


A crater was left behind, and the men
had been blown to pieces. 


Boots and shards of equipment and flesh
lay scattered around the hole. It was pure explosive; no fragments
whatsoever, no finesse, just a block of explosives. 


That was no mine, they had picked up another
demolition charge.


Urgently he called the rest of his men.
“Hurry ahead, we can’t be certain when more charges will be detonated! There is
no way to be safe but to close in right away!”


His men forgot the careful bounding that
characterized their previous approach, and each group of six took off running
the moment they hit the ground on the other side of the mound. Some of them
rushed up the connecting street to check the nearby buildings for demolitions
personnel; most charged down the side of the river with abandon. 


Nothing exploded, nothing engaged. 


They crossed the street and huddled at next
building across, just south of the bridge.


Farther ahead, on the bridge, the first group
of twelve Cissean men crossed without a hitch. They made it to the ration place
across the street and joined their compatriots.


They signaled the tank, and it started
crossing, testing first the bridge’s reaction to its weight before committing.
Tracks ponderously turning, it inched across the flat brick bridge. Water
surged, causing the tank to pause momentarily with each temporary swell.


Von Drachen took this opportunity and called
his howitzer crews once more. “Remain in place. I will hail soon for support.
What is our ammo situation like at the moment?”


“Se
nos estan acabando las cargas,” his artillery officer
responded. 


We’re running out of shells.


Von Drachen rubbed his own forehead. “Well
that’s a pity, but how many are left?”


On the bridge the tank was nearly across when
the men shouted for it to stop. Several meters away a manhole cover budged
open, and the men were quick to point their rifles.


At once the tank stopped. It pointed its
cannon at the manhole and waited for orders.


A pair of leather bags then flew out
from the manhole and landed at the soldier’s feet.


Von Drachen saw the events unfolding and
switched channels immediately.


“Step away from them! Throw grenades down
that hole!”


His men scrambled back toward the bridge, and
cast their grenades into the manhole once safely away from the bags. Several
bright flashes and loud bangs followed and smoke trailed up from the
underground. Several minutes of stand-off followed the blasts, but the bags did
not go off and nothing more was seen or heard of from the open manhole.


“Those bags are certainly a trap.” Von
Drachen said. “Affix bayonets, hold your rifle as far out as you can
manage, pick them up by the shoulder straps, and cast them into the river.
Do not jostle them too much. Timed satchel charges would have gone off already
so that can’t be it – the bags may be rigged with grenades that will prime if
you open the flap.”


Swallowing hard, a pair of infantrymen did as
instructed, picking up the bags gingerly by the very tips of their bayonets,
holding their rifles by the stock. They could hear things moving inside the
bag. They called back; Von Drachen felt he was right in his suspicions.


“Pitch the things away, and once they’re
blown, I want men in that hole.”


Despite the raindrops across the lenses of
his binoculars he saw the same odd glinting that his men did when they lifted
the bags high enough. A wire, dripping with the rain. In an instant both bags
detonated, again in a bright, hot flash of fire. Demolition charges.


But the two explosions across the river were
not isolated. 


Blasts rolled across the streets, buildings
going off like a domino effect. 


Fire and smoke erupted from buildings all
along the column on the eastern side of the river, as far back as the adjacent
streets where the first tank had been lost. Rubble flew everywhere as
seemingly the entire street across the river from Von Drachen was burnt
and flung and smashed to pieces. Behind his men the ration store exploded;
beside them the buildings nearest the ration shop went up into the air as well,
and fell with the rain; and before them, the center of the bridge collapsed
under the tank in a prodigious fireball. What remained of the vehicle
slid backwards into the river and washed away downstream.


When the fires settled, there stood less than
half the initial strength of the Cissean force, many swaying on their feet,
ambling without direction along the ruined riverside street, some even falling
off through the shattered balustrades and into the river. Of the survivors,
half of them, perhaps a quarter of the four hundred men he had deployed, seemed
to have their wits about them, and began to cross the streets and reconnoiter
the aftermath.


Von Drachen, covering his face with his
hands, grumbled. “I hope that tank doesn’t clog anything up. Messiah defend, do
these people not have access to mines or grenades?”


 


~ ~ ~


 


“Street blown, bridge blown, bags blown,
buildings blown. Both their tanks are out. We have unfortunately gone through
most of our heavy explosives in the process.”


Every flash of lightning seemed to scramble
the audio, but they heard the voice on the other end clear enough. Sgt. Agni
gave the order. “Engage the enemy from your positions.”


Submachine guns, pistols and shotguns in
hand, engineers gradually emerged, from the sewer tunnels, from the police
station, and from within the rubble left behind the destroyed buildings.
Huddling underground, they had set off charges, and maneuvered themselves into
good positions where they could engage from behind newly strewn debris.


Gunfire commenced with a slug from a
breaching shotgun.


Shot from inside the remains of the ration
shop, the slug traveled through a slit in the rubble and punched through the
jaw of an unaware man forty meters from the ruins.


Retaliation came immediately – a Cissean
saw the attack and threw a grenade through the slanted, ruined remains of the
ration shop window. It soared over the engineer’s cover, and it clinked down
onto the floor behind him. In a split second reaction the engineer hit the
dirt, and the grenade went off, scattering fragments across the interior of the
ruin.


No more was heard from him. But there were
still dozens ready to fight in his place.


Across the river rifles started to crack
against the empty ration shop. Everyone took the sudden death of the rifleman
as evidence of a sniper, and became distracted. While the Cisseans unloaded on
the ration shop, engineers appeared further upstreet from sewers and ruin
tunnels, and hurried to fighting positions closer to the enemy. 


They hid inside building ruins and behind the
piles of debris, waiting.


Within moments of the ration shop being
cleared, they attacked.


Bullets suddenly rained on the Cisseans in
the eastern side of the river, pummeling the balustrades from within a hundred
meters. Engineers fired long, careless bursts, taking little time to aim. It
was all fire for effect, and their aim was to draw the enemy away from the
police station. Ayvartan forces concentrated on both sides of the line of
buildings that sat across the street from the station. Around the demolished
ration shop and its adjacent structures, submachine gunners sprayed the
Cisseans by the river and near the bridge ruins.


Lashing trails of bullets easily picked off
men still disoriented and dazed from the blasts. Men with any sense left in
them rushed away from the open street, and the remnants of the column thus
split into two – everyone farther north huddled near the bridge and in the
shadow of the police station, while the remaining Cisseans were pinned near
the corpse of their first lost tank. On the eastern bank of the river the
air was thick with lead.


Previous demolitions insured that
Cissean cars would find no opportunity to flank the Ayvartans, and to deploy
their other heavy weapons the invaders would need to expose themselves.
Trickles of men bounded through the ruins of the Pharmacy, looking to flank,
but found themselves trapped by the length of the Ayvartan column, and easily
rebuffed.


Heavy fire soon started to pick up from the
more populated western side of the river. Machine guns and mortars fired
desperately across the river to little avail. Ayvartan engineers kept
themselves well-concealed in the rubble. They fired from around mounds of
debris or between gaps in still-standing walls, and easily avoided retaliation
by ducking or backing away. Light mortar shells failed to shatter their cover
or to suppress them.


Automatic gunfire could not penetrate the
rubble or accurately target the gaps, and in rain the Cissean rifle
troops were visibly poor marksmen. All the men close enough to throw
explosives had been forced into hiding. Both sides settled into a stalemate,
exchanging fire and expending ammunition but hitting nothing. The Drachen
Battalion’s options to terminate the impromptu strongholds in the eastern bank
were growing limited.


Limited, but not entirely nonexistent, proven
when the 15 cm shells began to fall.


It had been the hope of the Ayvartan
engineers that pushing close to the enemy column would increase their
reluctance to unleash their heavy artillery, but it had been a fleeting hope.
Heavy shells started to crash around the eastern riverside in short intervals,
pummeling the street, flattening the ruins and casting into the air the
mounds of debris. The engineers hunkered down and waited out the bombardment.
It was not the explosions that killed, but the shifting rubble. Several men and
women were concussed and buried and crushed as the shells blasted rocks around
and closed the gaps in the rubble piles.


But they accomplished their goal – none of
the shells threatened the police station.


While the engineers dug in as best as they
could in the rubble, across the bridge the Cisseans moved pair of mortars
closer to the bridge and loaded an odd pair of shells into it. Suppressed by
artillery the engineers barely spotted the mortars and could not figure out
their unique significance until the shells crashed on the other side of
the river without an explosion. Instead the shells stretched a series of steel
cables across the eastern bank.


Minutes later, under waning gunfire
from the suppressed engineers and safely away from their own
bombardments, more Cisseans started crossing the fallen bridge.


 


~ ~ ~


 


Sergeant Agni walked in circles around the
unmoving body of Major Madiha Nakar, rubbing her own lips and chin, thinking
through the events. A simple engineering survey had become a sudden crisis. As
she and the Major drove around the Umaiha earlier in the day, unbeknownst to
them a lightning-fast and incredibly well-coordinated Cissean attack smashed
past their defenses one after the other, making a distressing amount of
progress. 


Artillery and heavy weapons were
systematically deployed to suppress and overrun every Ayvartan position. It was
unlike any attack the Ayvartans had faced so far, and unlike every attack they
believed the Cissean forces capable of launching. 


This felt like what Nocht’s previous attacks
should have been.


Carnage reigned across the front line, and in
the scramble communications between forces was negligible. Laggard troops awoke
far too late to effectively defend themselves, and were smashed past, and either
killed, sent running, or forced to surrender in a panic.


Before anyone knew what was happening, the
Engineers were stuck guarding the old police station along the Umaiha
Riverside. Unluckily for them, the Cissean’s 15 cm sporadic rolling
barrage had, of all the things it could have hit, smashed the ceiling right
over Madiha. Though Agni had managed to free much of Madiha’s upper body
from the rock, her lower body was not pinned by debris, but by a solid piece of
concrete roof. 


She was not crushed – smaller rubble
wedged under the slab kept much of the pressure and weight off Madiha, but her
legs were still pinned solid under it and she could not be pulled out. Sergeant
Agni ran through the options in her head, her pulse quickening.


Worsening matters, none of the radios
available to her seemed able to reach Army HQ.


She had told Madiha that she would bring her
back safely and she would fulfill that objective. It was not merely a matter of
loyalty or strategic convenience. It was something she wanted to do. As
personal as it could be for her, this was a personal errand. 


She had to succeed.


Sergeant Agni was a KVW Engineer. 


She had the crisis training. 


Fear was not a powerful thing to her. 


She felt it – everyone always felt it. It
didn’t go away. 


But it didn’t stop her, it didn’t hurt her
like it did before. Other people allowed fear to paralyze them; Agni was
never overwhelmed by fear anymore. Conditioning, special drugs,
sensory deprivation, hypnotic suggestion, noise exposure: a battery of
tests and therapies removed from her those feelings. She had been told, during
a lecture, that shaking was a response by the body – the mind wanted the
body to go fetal, to curl up and feel safe, and the shaking signified your
struggle against those urges, a struggle that kept you upright.


Agni never shook; her
body categorically refused to go fetal. She lacked those urges.


But her heart beat faster. 


Her fingers rubbed quickly against her chin
and lips, satisfying an impulse to fidget. Excess energy; it was going somewhere.
She was told this was natural. Was it as natural as wanting to go fetal? More?
She supposed the conditioning wasn’t perfect.


Rejecting impulse, gaining clarity, emptying
the mind of terrors; those were some of her reasons to join the KVW, to take
the crisis training, to lose feeling. Everyone had reasons. Nobody was
brainwashed. People thought it was magic. Maybe it was.


At first it felt like it. It felt like magic
to be able to focus. To be able to think clearly.


Now, however, it felt like a curse. She kept
walking, kept thinking. But to no avail.


Try as she might Agni could not escape the
logic that her mind was settling on. She had no compulsion to reject the most
straightforward, achievable solution available. Had there been no urgency she
might have tried a substandard but appeasing solution. Under pressure, however,
she could think of only one course, recurring horribly in her mind.


She would have to risk blowing off Madiha’s
legs to save her.


“I’m going to need a satchel charge.” She
called out. “Without getting a tank or a tractor in here, the only way to
remove this thing is to smash it into smaller chunks.”


Outside what was left of the lobby, an
engineer standing guard brought a bag and handed it to the Sergeant. His eyes
wandered across the room where the Major was trapped.


“How is the situation outside?” Sergeant Agni
asked.


“Cisseans have effected a crossing. Their
artillery has subsided and they have begun to push forward in numbers. Our
column between the blocks is making it painful.”


“How many casualties have we incurred so
far?”


“Less than them.”


“Keep the teletanks in reserve. We will need
them to have a chance to escape.”


“Yes ma’am.” He eyed the satchel. “Are you
sure you want to use that?”


“Yes.” Sergeant Agni answered simply.


“It may hurt the Major.”


“I know that better than anyone.” Agni said.
Thanks to the lack of feeling in her voice, this statement sounded almost
polite, though she meant it to sound definitive and forceful.


She opened the satchel. 


Inside was a block of explosive material.
Carefully she cut a smaller piece off the larger explosive block, and picked
the detonating mechanisms out of the satchel, affixing them to the small piece.
She laid this smaller explosive atop the slab trapping the major.


“I’m not a believer, so if you are, you
should pray.” Sgt. Agni said to the guard.


She did not really know the
Major and did not think she could be a friend.



How did one cross that threshold between mere
person and friend? 


Agni did not know, but she felt Madiha
was a valued comrade, and knew that she wanted to ease that pain and
vulnerability that Madiha had clumsily shared with her before and that she had
clumsily responded to. All of the logic of her mind pointed to the fact that
she could not possibly have left her behind to die. It would have been inhuman
to do so.


It was more than just her value as a
commander, but her value as a person.


Feeling had been lessened, but not totally
lost to her. Faith, she hadn’t ever had before.


 Filled
both with feeling and a longing for faith, Agni primed the charge and took
cover.










? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ?


This was a place outside the contention of
human senses. 


To the sight it was simply a void, but it
felt populated by much more than could be seen or felt. Speech took on a
different form here, where something said could carry content far outside the
literal. Thought was difficult; she felt as though every word she said in her
mind to conceptualize a feeling was contested by a dozen others, as though a
shouting match. It was difficult to convey simple concepts, and nothing seemed
straightforward. 


Certainly this felt like her innermost
reaches should feel – she felt cold but safe, in a familiar space that was
forbidding and smothering all at once. An internal forum.


All at once, however, she coalesced – and
something left her.


There appeared in this void two forms. One
was her own body, or the thing she could most closely conceive of as a body. It
had little definition to it. She did not possess the tall, lean, strong form
that she remembered having. There were insinuations of it, such as the
outline of her dark, orderly neck-length hair style, her thin nose and lips;
her strong shoulders, the outline of her breasts, her trunk, hips; but much of
it was as though vaguely sketched, hollow, as though a gel that could be seen
through. She was ephemeral, vulnerable. A strong wind could scatter her form
and reduce her to a cloud of gas.


Across from from her stood a smaller but
infinitely stronger and more solid presence.


It was Madiha as an eight year old child, at
the time of the Prajna attack in 2008.


“We should not be here. It should have been
over. Please cease this struggle.”


Child Madiha was speaking. Her voice was
so strong she felt she would be blown apart.


But the other Madiha could not speak. Her
mouth could not move. She could not reply and tell her that it was not her who
was struggling, not her who had to be spoken to. She was more than ready to
vanish. Her entire existence hung on by the tiniest thread.


“You are nothing but a fabrication to extend
a farce. I’m what is real; the true self that was hidden. I’m your power, your
strength, your blood, your flesh – in short, your purpose. We had a purpose,
once, and we do not anymore. It is time to be gone.”


She wanted to scream at the Child and tell
her to finish it already but she couldn’t.


“We were supposed to die, back then, because
our influence on the world had been felt. Violence can be transformative, but
the perpetrator is a tainted, broken instrument.”


She taunted her, spoke right in her ear, and
there was no defense against it. She was helpless toward this child with
burning eyes and a cutting tongue. 


Not a word could be said back to her.


“Let us make good on history. Let us be gone
and free. That is our purpose. It’s in the blood. Blood in our veins and hands.
Tainting us. There’s no escaping it without ending it.”


Madiha felt completely helpless. She could not
respond, she could not escape.


Silently she cried out for someone, for
anyone, to please quiet this all.


Something else left her – she felt a piece, a
tiny piece, cut from her.


Across from both her and the speaking Child
Madiha something formed.


It was another Madiha. She was in uniform.
Child Madiha was tall for her age; at 8 years old she was already 150
centimeters. When the uniformed Madiha stood up to the child she was over
30 centimeters taller, and seemed almost to tower over her. There was a look in
her face filled with defiance and anger. She scared the ephemeral Madiha,
the formless, helpless onlooker. Who was this? This was not who she wanted
around. 


She felt trapped between two horrible beings
now. None of them could just give her the escape that she desired. None of them
could finish this mess. They were in a stalemate.


“I am not broken.” Uniformed Madiha
said. 


She had a powerful voice. It resonated across
the space.


Child Madiha was not impressed with her. She
kept speaking, almost as if still into the ears of the ephemeral Madiha. “Our
time has passed. We have no future now.”


“You’re the only one without a future. We
continued to make something of ourselves.”


“You stole, to construct a facsimile. You
were never anything. Without a past you don’t have a present or a future. You
have only what you took. It is time to pay for that.”


“We were not born into the world to collect
images and sounds. None of that matters in the end.” Uniformed Madiha snapped
back. “We are people, born for more than that!”


The Child Madiha spread her lips in a smile,
baring sharp, shining teeth.


“We were born to kill, conquer, and
die. We counter the stagnation that occurs at the end of an era and
prevent the world from freezing to a halt. We did our part. We fought our war,
the war we were destined for, just like the stories. We won and we were meant
to be gone. Our existence after that is a burden. The Revolutionary must die so
the innocents can have a world at peace, for a time. Can you imagine a world
after a war, where all the soldiers still live, still thrash and struggle with
the fight in their hearts? That is why you must lie now, never to awaken. You
must die so that there can be peace for others at last.”


“I reject that. I’ve already told you that we
are more than all of that.” The Uniformed Madiha replied. From the
sidelines the Ephemeral Madiha started to choke up. She felt like she was
melting. This intensity was a lot to bear. “We are more than soldiers and
killers.”


“We are not people. People build, monsters
destroy. Which one have we been?”


“What do you think we’ve been doing? What
have you been seeing all this time?”


“What have you ever built that can make up
for all that you’ve destroyed? You are not needed to build; nobody asks your
kind what kind of a world you wish to have. There is nothing
to you but the fight, the clawing and the bleeding. You were born out of
violence and you thirst for it. That is why you can’t stay out of the fire
and dust. Why you must die!”


“Now you are just talking past me. Who even
are you?” Uniformed Madiha shouted. “You are not us at all! Why are you in
here? Who allowed you to speak on our behalf?”


Child Madiha ignored the outburst. “It is in
our blood to kill and to destroy. We are marred by it. Why do you think we have
this power? We used it before. We killed and ruined. We said it was for a
cause, but did we ever have a choice? We acted like animals.”


Between the circling combatants, the other
Madiha curled up and closed her ears. But she could not drown them out.
Everything they said was wired directly through to her brain.


“This is not in my blood. I was not born to
this. It will not pass from me to another. It is not a name, and it is not a
bloodline. It is not about heredity. I deny all of that – it is a role, a
responsibility. This is from my people and for my people; it exists to protect
our community. That is why what we have been doing can only be called building.”


Uniformed Madiha started to look clearer to
the Observer Madiha, and she herself started to become less ephemeral; but that
Child Madiha was turning dusty, like a poor TV picture. The Child Madiha spoke
ever more viciously, her fangs sharper.


“You do not control this; history is against
you. History has set your path, and you will follow. You cannot defy the terms.
You were born for this, you did it, and you must do it.”


“We will make it different then. We will
defy that mandate of history.” Madiha said.


“It does not work that way! Words have
meaning! It is in your biology! You are different! You are a monster! You
have no power here to make the rules! This is a place of blood and flesh. You
will kill, conquer and die, because it is your
inheritance!”


“That consensus is an imposition upon us and
I do defy it. I defy you.” Madiha replied. “You are not us, not a part, and
certainly not the whole. You are some antiquated thing. This is a new era,
and we can shape it. We can shape the terms. You are an intrusion.”


“I am the greater part of you! What do you
have other than me? You are alone!”


Now, it was the Uniformed Madiha’s turn to
smile and reveal her fangs.


 “We
have her. We have the real you – we found her again.”


Uniformed Madiha made a pulling motion toward
the formless Madiha.


Though the onlooker struggled to get away,
thinking that the touch would be the most agonizing experience, she felt the
gloved hand seize her by the arm. There was no pain. Her grip was not
malicious. It was the gentlest touch she had ever felt – it was not a seizing
of her arm. That had only been her fear, her projection. The Uniformed Madiha
stroked her shoulders, and knelt down to look her in the eye, and embraced her,
firmly and affirmingly.


She was not ephemeral and she was not
formless, not anymore. She was Madiha at age 7, a tall, precocious, strange
child with no place to be and seemingly nothing to live for, but who took steps
to the world of the adults, and who fought, in every way that she could, in
ways that defied all reason, that defied the bleak future that had been
ordained for her. She wept with the realization that she had never died and she
had never gone. She had always been the one in control. She had always been
herself. She was not lost. 


She was not something other. She was a human,
a person.


Always, she had been Madiha Nakar, and that
had always meant something.


She was not born for an endpoint. She was
born to be; and she was. She always was. And she was not merely things she took
from others. Because they “took” too. They all shared, through joy and
through sorrow. All of it had made her unique onto her own.


None of it was blood; none of it was clay. It
was a chorus, pulsing through the ruins.


Madiha Nakar. Even if the memory was
lost, and even if the future blurred.


Across from her the other child lost her
face. 


She became an outline carved into the void
and could not judge them anymore.


Her voice was completely lost, because Madiha
had regained all of her own.


“It has never mattered what we were back
then.” Uniformed Madiha said. She was in tears; Child Madiha was in tears as
well. “We were not born solely to die or solely to kill. Nobody is; we had the
agency to do what we did and to choose what we want. It is not in our blood.
Back then what we wanted was to lash out against the brutality and injustice
that we saw. That was important to us. But we are more than that moment in
time. We are more than the scope of time. We are everything we build, and that
is everything we do.”


The Madiha who had been taken and co-opted,
regained her voice.


“Thank you. I understand. And right now, we
want to survive.” She replied.


Uniformed Madiha smiled and looked upon her
with tearful gratitude.


“Yes. Thank you.” She said. She stood, and
took the child’s hand. “Let us go.”


Hand in hand with herself, Madiha left the
void of her anxieties more complete than she entered it. She knew now
everything that had happened. Now she could move forward with the world.
Melding, the hands of her selves became one. She was just Madiha Nakar.


There was a warm flash, a shiver of
premonition and the sound of the rain.


She was back in the flesh, where the world
could be changed.










South District – 1st Vorkämpfer HQ


Von Sturm had been reduced to pacing the
headquarters, kicking at the puddles of water forming along the ground. Without
word from the 2nd and 3rd Panzer Divisions, and with bad news from Penance
road, he became lost in thought. Fruehauf was at first glad to leave him to his
devices, but soon radio traffic was coming in that he had to listen to.


She plugged a handset into Erika’s radio,
flipped a switch to override her headphones, and took responsibility for the
call. She raised her hand to wave Von Sturm over.


“Sir, your security division is requesting
transport for prisoners.”


“What?” At once Von Sturm stopped his pacing
and turned to face Fruehauf and the row of radios and operators. “What prisoners?
They’re supposed to be guarding the rear!”


“They apparently captured many Ayvartans near
the Umaiha.”


“When did this happen and on whose
authority?”


Fruehauf picked up the radio handset and
spoke into it. She then put her hand over the receiver and turned over her
shoulder to stare at the general while responding.


“Under your authority sir, according to them.
I know you have not spoken to them at all but that seems to be what they
believe. They claim it was your orders that they go out to the Umaiha riverside
to help secure Von Drachen’s prisoners.”


Von Sturm paused, eyelids drawn wide. He had
a look of dawning revelation.


“Von Drachen! That bastard took my sword so
he could trick my security division!”


“Excuse me, sir?”


“Nevermind!” He crossed his arms in a huff.
“Fine, if he took prisoners he’s making progress. Tell them I’ll send a few
Sd.Kfz. B from the reserve. How many prisoners?”


Fruehauf raised the handset to her ears
again. She spoke, listened, nodded.


“Seventy-two.” She replied.


“Good God.” Von Sturm started grinning and
chuckling and his mood took a dramatic turn. “Finally something’s coming up for
us! I will have to congratulate that ridiculous man once he returns. He seems
to be the only one of my subordinates who can follow my plans and not screw
everything up. I might not even court martial him for this one.”


Fruehauf smiled outwardly and sighed
internally. “If you say so sir.”


At the end of the room, Marie,
one of the radio operators, a plump girl with short blonde hair, raised her hand
and urged Fruehauf over. She had been tasked with external communications duty
– keeping track of the units that followed behind the Vorkämpfer’s front
line – and had spent much of the day monitoring the lines to HQ and Supply and
to the divisions outside of Bada Aso, who had little to say with regard to the
current offensive.


Fruehauf unplugged her handset from Erika’s
radio and plugged it into Marie’s.


Many of the external divisions whiled away
the opening days of the occupation by doing manual labor, pitching tents,
repairing buildings that could be used as headquarters, rounding up Ayvartan
prisoners behind the lines, dealing with unruly villagers who clung on to the
hope of rescue, and confiscating valuables the army could use. They were in
short playing the role of cleanup crews lagging behind the blitzkrieg. Most of
the officers in the Vorkämpfer had a low opinion of those units
that stayed behind, but not every military asset could move fast enough to
join the Bada Aso offensive. 


Particularly the more esoteric intelligence
personnel.


Such as, in this particular instance, the
weather battalion.


Freuhauf listened with growing alarm,
and then called out to the General.


“Sir, the storm is growing worse, we have to
evacuate the Umaiha district ASAP!”










Umaiha Riverside – Old Police Station


Gunfire in the immediate area rattled
Madiha awake and forced her to feign sleep.


From the corner of a half-open eye she
saw a figure in a black coat and hat, surrounded by four figures in beige
uniforms, move in from across the room with rifles drawn. Sgt. Agni
dropped her pistol and raised her hands in surrender. In the distance she heard
gunfire, both automatic bursts and the snaps of rifles, so resistance had
not been entirely annihilated.


Madiha surreptitiously tested her arms and
legs – and found she could move.


“My name is Gaul Von Drachen. Surrender
immediately,” said the man in the coat.


Sgt. Agni offered no reply. 


Her eyes wandered, looking toward the ground.
Madiha could not see them, but one of their comrades had probably been shot
dead near her as the men entered the room. Since the police station was near
the bridge, it was a natural hiding spot for any gun battle in the adjacent
street – and a natural staging area. Certainly these men had broken from the larger
fight outside, hoping to end it quickly, but that meant it was not yet over.


“I see no value in doing that at the moment.”
Sgt. Agni nonchalantly replied.


The Cissean officer, Von Drachen, shot
his pistol at the floor several times, each time hitting Agni’s pistol and
launching it further and further from her. He reloaded, and then, speaking
Ayvartan eloquently and fluently, he pressed Agni for a surrender once
again.


“Hail your units on the radio and order a
surrender. We can end this bloodshed immediately or I can crush you with my
artillery as I have been doing for the past several hours. It was easy to see
that your objective was to prevent me from entering the station, and that
mission has miserably failed. I am here – hail them and tell them to stop.”


At the officer’s side, one of the men finally
examined the room and found Madiha.


“General,
hay otra mujer recostada en las piedras–”


Blood drew from the man’s neck as a revolver
bullet ripped through his throat.


Von Drachen and his subordinates had scarcely
turned their guns to acknowledge the pile of rubble in the center of the room,
and Madiha sat up, sidearm drawn, both hands on the handle. In blinding quick
succession she continued to shoot. As the man fell, clutching his neck, Madiha
put a bullet between a pair of eyeballs, and into a gaping open mouth, and
through the bridge of a thick nose. Her final bullet blasted Von Drachen’s
pistol out of his hand. It hit the floor with the rest – his
team collapsed in two heaps around him.


Stunned, he raised his hands as Madiha rose
to her knees. She felt a little weight as she tried to stand, but the lag was
over in seconds. Adrenaline kept her going strong.


She was out of rounds but she kept the
Cissean officer in her sights nonetheless.


“That certainly was some impossible
shooting.” He said.


“I don’t miss.” Madiha replied. Her words
came to her precisely. Her mind was clear.


“By any chance are you the actual officer in
charge?” Von Drachen asked.


“I’m just Sergeant Nakar.” Madiha said.
He did not need to know her real rank, and she did not make a habit of wearing
her pins and insignia. “How about you surrender now?”


“Oh, I don’t see any value in doing that.”


He reached into his long, flapping coat and
with a sudden flourish Von Drachen brazenly hurled himself
toward Madiha. She dropped her gun, drew her combat knife and
intercepted Drachen’s draw – she had expected a knife or a bayonet to come out
from under his coat and was shocked to see a an actual sword clash against
her knife instead. 


It had a brilliant blade and fine etchings.


The officer’s sword had enough handle that he
could push against her with the strength of both his hands. Madiha reacted
by supporting her knife hand with her free hand, but she was buckling against
Von Drachen’s sword, and the edge was pressing against her gloves. She could
feel the pressure of the metal against the side of her hand as they struggled.


“I absolutely hate this sort of thing, it
will end badly for both of us; what say you we just pick up our guns and fight
like civilized human beings do?” Von Drachen asked.


Madiha grinned at him. “I’m perfectly fine
with this. I don’t miss with a knife either.”


She pushed back against the sword with both
of her hands, and momentarily lifted the blade and broke the clash,
creating enough room to step back. Von Drachen recovered fast and swung
wide against her; she leaped further back from him, raised her hand back
over her shoulder and then threw her knife in a quick whipping motion. She put
the blade solidly through Drachen’s coat, stabbing the knife through
his shoulder. 


He grit his teeth and cried out.


But his grip on the sword did not loosen and
his stance was not even shaken.


Now it was his turn to grin. “You don’t miss,
but you really don’t want to kill me, do you? Gambling on a prisoner when you
could have had a kill seems unwise to me.”


Von Drachen drew the knife from his
flesh, turned and threw it in one fluid motion. 


Across the room Sergeant Agni cried out,
falling to the ground several meters away from her pistol as the knife
struck her leg. Madiha was shocked, she had completely forgotten Sgt. Agni
in the midst of the fight. She broke from the fight to help her.


Von Drachen threw himself forward, heaved his
blade and swung again. 


His cutting edge soared over Madiha as
she ducked and rolled off the rubble. 


She broke into a run for the other side of
the room with Von Drachen in pursuit.


“Agni, don’t move!” She cried out, but the
Sergeant signaled for her to halt.


“Forget the pistol Madiha, use this instead!”
Agni shouted.


Sgt. Agni cast something, sliding it along
the ground – a machete from her tools.


Madiha stopped the weapon with the tip of
her boot and swiftly kicked it up to her hand. She caught it in time to
intercept another one of Von Drachen’s blows; edge met edge. Madiha started
turning back his attacks with one hand, the butchering edge of her machete
bashing back the refined blade of the officer’s sword. Von Drachen started to
tighten his swings and he stepped back with every exchange, likely in fear
of Madiha trapping his blade. She could easily take off a few fingers in a
clash if he closed with her too recklessly.


Edge continued to meet edge, metal at the tip
of metal, glinting in the gloom and rain.


Step by step they made it back almost to the
center of the room. 


Von Drachen stepped back to the place
Madiha had been trapped in, and she let him create distance. Catching their
breath after their vicious clashes, all too aware now of the danger they
posed to one another, the combatants circled and waited. 


Madiha gripped hard her machete. She could
feel it in her hand, its weight, the way it interacted with the air, the subtle
pull of the earth as it moved. She knew it perfectly.


They exchanged spots; circling, Madiha
stepped in the ring of rubble and Von Drachen off it, each holding up a blade
and keeping a free hand. For several minutes it seemed they only stared.
Neither could count quite count on any more backup – and both could tell as
much from the actions of the other. This pile of rubble might just be a tomb
for one of them.


Von Drachen smiled. “Nocht is a cesspit of
arrogance and ignorance, so it’s hard for me to convince you to surrender to
them and guarantee it will be a step up. However, I would like to impress upon
you, that if you surrendered, it would be very helpful to me.”


Madiha did not look at his face. She looked
over his arms, his legs, and his weapon.


In her mind all of the mathematics played out
perfectly. Every centimeter of muscle on her body, every nerve fiber,
readied itself to move in whatever way suited the long knife.


She could fight with the machete even though
she never once practiced it.


This did not feel alien or frightening
anymore. It just felt like something she did.


To her it was just like a gun. Any weapon
worked for her ability. She might not be able to shoot Von Drachen unfailingly
but she knew how to skillfully counteract him. He would try to stab or cut her arms
if he wanted to capture her, which she was almost certain he would want to. She
would try to do the same. She definitely wanted him in shackles.


Physically they were nearly evenly matched. 


Madiha was as tall as he, and they were both
lean and fairly muscular for their frames. Madiha appeared a little smaller, but Von Drachen was
probably similar once his big coat and tall boots came off him. She felt
confident, and made the first move, tentatively swiping at the edge of his
blade. Von Drachen stepped back, avoiding the glinting metal swipe in the gloom
of their arena. At first he raised his sword to guard, but as they backed off
out of each other’s reach again he lowered the weapon to his side and
became more relaxed.


“When I took this sword I thought it would
make things easier for me, but suddenly it has made them all the harder. This
such a regrettable situation.” Von Drachen said.


“Believe me, there’s other things I’d rather
be doing.” Madiha replied.


Movement; her eyes darted to Von Drachen’s
feet and back up, and she held her machete out for a block as he threw himself
forward again; she met his blade, the metal scraped, but there was no strength
from Von Drachen’s end. 


Rather than clash he allowed himself to be
brushed aside.


He used the impetus to step away, past
her, onto the remains of the roof slab.


He had drawn a radio from his coat. 


“Artilleria
pesada a las coordenadas–”


Madiha turned and approached. 


For each step she took Von Drachen backed hastily
away, speaking Cissean into the radio. It was a short conversation – barely a
few seconds later he stopped speaking abruptly, sighed and threw his radio over
his shoulder, smashing it on the wall behind him.


“Just my luck; out of HE shells.” He said, a
childish, exaggerated frown on his face.


Von Drachen charged down from the slab,
raised his sword and brought it down over Madiha as if to batter her down;
with one hand she caught the blade and with the other she swung her blade
right into his own weapon and hacked it apart. Her machete went through
Von Drachen’s sword, taking a dull half in her hand and leaving half in
his.


And the blade barely managed to scuff her
glove in the act. It had no real edge.


“Hit me with a sword enough times and I can
tell if it’s a toy or not.” Madiha said. She dropped the chunk of the sword
that she had caught to the floor, and stepped on it.


Von Drachen backed away from her, holding the
remaining bit of his blade.


He shifted his feet, bent his shoulders, and
held out the broken blade like a fencer.


“You cannot be serious.” Madiha said. She was
becoming exasperated with him.


“En guarde, Sergeant!” Von
Drachen said, twisting his wrist and blade with a flourish.


Now it was Madiha’s turn to rush. But Von
Drachen jabbed the air with his jagged dagger as Madiha charged him. She
twisted away from his thrust, and put the resulting momentum into an attack on
his flank. With her fist and the handle of her machete she struck the side
of his head. He staggered back, dazed by the blunt blow.


Madiha flicked her wrist and held the machete
by its blunt blade end, wielding it like a club. Sensing an opportunity to end
the struggle she advanced on him.


He recovered in time to strike first,
and swiftly kicked her feet out from under her.


Madiha fell back, and Von Drachen reversed
his own dagger and loomed over her.


He raised his hand, blade to the floor, ready
to drive through her flesh.


But as he closed in to stab her Madiha
gathered all her strength and in a sudden motion propelled herself from the
ground and on her feet. She timed it just right; her head and Von Drachen’s met
halfway, and he staggered back and away from the collision, his
nose broken open. She was not unharmed either. Blood rushed from her
forehead, and her vision momentarily swam. She struggled to remain
standing and her machete shook in her hand.


Von Drachen stumbled and stepped as though
drunk. But he was laughing all the while.


“Sergeant, you rascal. I’m starting to think
you’re more than you claim.” He said, clutching his face. He was
bleeding profusely from his nostrils, and his temple was badly bruised.
Despite these injuries he did not seem to slow down. He straightened
out again and stowed the remains of the sword into its scabbard. He
then held up his fists like a boxer.


He took a few weak jabs into the air, and
locked his eyes to Madiha.


Madiha raised her eyebrows, and with them,
her machete, ready for another round. She was growing tired – she would have to
kill Von Drachen if this did not subdue him.


Abruptly, Von Drachen straightened out,
loosening his guard and lowering his fists.


“It appears I successfully stalled for time.
I am now going to extricate myself from this before any more of me is cut up.
Sorry, Sergeant, or should I say, Major.” He said jovially.


Behind him a shell penetrated the hole in the
roof and crashed where Madiha had once lain. She reflexively shielded her eyes,
but the shell explosion cast little heat and no light.


A curtain of smoke blew from the center of
the room. Shots rang out as Agni recovered a pistol, and Madiha saw the
silhouette of Von Drachen fleeing the scene in the cloud.


Something else entirely had her attention,
however. Her feet were getting wet. In fact, for the past minute or so, her
footsteps had been splashing and she did not notice it until the water was up
to her shins. The Umaiha was flooding over from the storm.


“Stop, Agni! Let him go! We have to retreat
before the river floods any higher!”


“Yes ma’am. Requesting transportation – I
cannot quite move at the moment.”


Madiha ran to Agni’s side, following her
voice through the smoke, and found the engineer sergeant on the ground,
coughing. She had flipped on her back, sat up as best she could and braced
herself against rubble to shoot. Without hesitation Madiha stripped Agni of her
tool belts and ammunition and other burdens, and picked her up and lifted her
from the floor. Even with just her uniform she was still a little heavy, but 60
kg was manageable.


“I envisioned being the one to carry you out,
Commander, but I don’t think I could have lifted you. So I am relieved I did
not have to attempt it.” Sergeant Agni said.


“It’s my height! I’m only 75 kg!” Madiha
said, chuckling lightly.


Sergeant Agni didn’t laugh – she couldn’t
really laugh much anymore – but she did relax against Madiha’s arms and chest,
and heaved a little sigh. She was clearly relieved.


Outside the station they found the fighting
largely diffused. 


The Umaiha had grown high enough that the
water consumed the outline of the riverside street and the bridges. Periodic
waves struck the edges of the street, battering anyone in the open, and the
Cisseans on the other side of the river cabled themselves to structures, and
held on to their ropes and hook bridges, trying desperately to keep the line
stable as the remnants of their forces retreated pell-mell across to the
western bank.


More than just the water impeded them. 


Standing at the parking spaces in front of
the police station, the surviving Goblin tank harassed the Cisseans with
inaccurate gunfire, the 45mm armor-piercing shells doing little but soaring
around the men and giving them noise and stress. Around it, the wrecks of the
teletanks smoked, both having been smashed to pieces by 15 cm artillery shells.



At least the technology in them thoroughly
burnt with the rest.


For their part the Engineers busied
themselves loading their wounded into half-tracks. A few men and women guarded
the vehicles, and took snap shots at the Cisseans, as if it to
direct their interests firmly toward retreating. By and large the column
had extricated itself from the ruined buildings now that the Cisseans had left
the street.


Aside from the tanks, and a few stray
riflemen on each side of the river, the weather had brought the forces the
closest they could be to a ceasefire. Their battle was over.


Madiha carried Sergeant Agni out to the
nearest half-track truck, where a pair of engineers helped both of them up into
the covered bed of the truck. She laid herself against the steel frame holding
the canvas tarp in place, and caught her breath. She was shivering from her wet
clothes, until an engineer placed a towel and blanket over her.


 Another soldier began to disinfect and cover
up the bleeding from her injured forehead.


“Retreat farther east as soon as
possible.” Madiha ordered. “We need to be away from the river. We’ll wait for
the worst to pass before attempting to head up north.”


Around her the engineers nodded their heads,
and hastened their labors.


She hoped some of the bridges survived. But
for now, she was alive – and whole.










29th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 DCE


South District – 1st Vorkämpfer HQ, 0400
Hours


 


Once vicious rainfall declined to a light
drizzle in the night hours, and the machine of Nocht sent its pseudopods over
the receding flood waters, across the ruined streets, and out toward its front
lines in the inhospitable wilds, in the thick and forbidding concrete jungles.
Chief among its goals at the moment was assessment. The Vorkämpfer needed to
know the status of the machine, and in the dead of night thousands of people
worked without sleep.


Von Sturm’s plans had gone awry. It was
accepted now that in the Kalu, there was essentially no front line. Hundreds of
tanks had fallen prey to ambushes, and there were pockets of Nochtish and
Ayvartan resistance everywhere, forming a mess that neither could extricate
themselves completely from. The 2nd and 3rd Panzer Divisions hesitated to
attack and hesitated to retreat, while the Ayvartans laid fresh traps
everywhere around them.


Bada Aso would not be flanked today,
tomorrow, or the day after, if ever at all.


Along Penance road the Ayvartans had
retreated from the Cathedral, but only after inflicting heavy casualties on the
Panzergrenadiers, halting their advance completely. Von Sturm’s attack was a
failure there – despite clearing the Cathedral in the end, his spearhead had
been utterly blunted, and the Ayvartans retreated in order despite their own
casualties. Somehow they had even managed to penetrate his lines and destroy
the artillery in Buxa.


So the way was open north, but the enemy was
organized and expecting them.


Along Umaiha, Von Drachen’s brilliant attack,
that was making so much headway, was disrupted and completely destroyed by
flooding. Von Drachen himself had not even reported back. Von Sturm fancied him
dead. Everyone had lost a lot of blood in that disaster, Ayvartan and Nochtish
both, but the initial successes made the ultimate failure sting all the more.
Following these revelations, the mood at every Divisional HQ was somber.


As part of the endeavor currently underway,
Fruehauf could not let herself become too distracted, but the enormity of the
day’s events haunted her as she worked through the night. The Ayvartans had
lost almost half the city, but had they won in the end?


In the gloom between the very early morning
and very late night, the first milestone was completed. On the radio, the
various units traded figures, and compiled a big picture.


“Just read it,” Von Sturm said, his face
laid against the table and hidden by his arms.


Fruehauf sighed audibly. She cleared her
throat, raised the clipboard in front of her face almost as if in self-defense,
and began to read from it. “Preliminary report from the logistics battalion and
intelligence battalion task force on the actions of the past day, the 28th
of the Aster’s Gloom, in all theaters: 6132 infantry casualties–”


“Fuck.” Von Sturm shouted, drawing out the
vowel while pounding his fist on the table.


“–276 vehicle casualties, 3 scout
aircraft MIA, 38 heavy guns lost, 23 mortars lost, several tons of ammunition
lost. A significant amount was due to the storm, however.”


“Well, that’s great, I just lost half a classical
myriad of people because the weather was bad, instead of my own failure. We’re
still standing in Von Sturm Funeral City you twit!”


Fruehauf tried to smile. “Well, we list
wounded in the casualties, not just deceased.”


Von Sturm raised his head. “How many did
we actually lose,
stop fucking around!”


Fruehauf flinched. “Death toll thus far is
3271 killed across the entire operation.”


“Fuck.” Von Sturm shouted, drawing out the
vowel while pounding his fist again.


“I’m sorry sir.” Fruehauf said. She tried to
sound as earnest as possible.


Both were soon distracted from their woes by
an unexpected visitor.


There was a knock on the restaurant door.


Then loud creaking of the old hinges as one
of the guards opened it. 


Fruehauf and Von Sturm gasped with shock as a
sopping wet, limping Von Drachen passed through the door threshold, stopped at
the coat rack, and hung up his soaked hat and trenchcoat. His hooked nose was
broken, caked with blood. He had an awful, swollen bruise on his head. His gray
Nochtish uniform was stained with blood from his shoulder. He limped over to
the table, everyone too busy staring at him to offer him help. 


When he sat, they heard a wet squish coming
from under him.


“I’m afraid I took on some water getting
here.” He said, pressing against the sides of his pants, straining out some of
the water that had collected in the pockets and fabric.


Behind him, Colonel Gutierrez, wearing
nothing but his undershirt and uniform pants, entered the room, nodded his
head, and made to leave, until he was hailed by Von Drachen.


“Thank you for fishing me out of the river,
Gutierrez.” Von Drachen said. He looked around the room and raised his hands
and addressed everyone with a jovial tone of voice. “Let it be known that this
old, perhaps addled man leaped into a flooded river to pull me out. Without his
aid I certainly would have drowned in the storm. What a world!”


“You would have done the same for me mijo,”
Colonel Gutierrez replied. He smiled and was turning a little red under his big
beard, clearly flattered by the attention.


No one in the room spoke a word yet save Von
Drachen.


“I can’t swim, actually. That is why I was
drowning, just so you know!”


He turned toward Von Sturm, and handed him
what was left of his sword.


“I clung on to this for dear life, my good
man!” Von Drachen said. “That might have troubled my swimming, but I brought it
back to you, because it was the right thing to do. I don’t believe in
platitudes, but I had this feeling about it. Also; I know who it is in charge
of the Ayvartans now, and she is a very frightening and quite
fetching young lady.”


Von Sturm dropped his head against the
table again and covered it with his arms.


Fruehauf covered her mouth and tried
desperately to resist laughing at this absurdity.










Central District – Ox HQ “Madiha’s House”


 


All the lightning that once raged so
brilliantly in the sky, was gone. 


Without it the night was pitch black. 


Under a light drizzle, Parinita waited and
waited. She sat on the steps just outside the headquarters, protected by the
concrete roof that stretched out over the stairway. She sat, a backpack radio
at her side, watching the road. Behind her, the building lights were shut off and
the few personnel still at work did so under candle light, to present less a
target in case of night raids. It was deathly quiet outside. She felt that she
could hear each raindrop fall.


She picked up the handset, adjusted the
frequency. 


“This is Army HQ to all available units.” She
said. “If any unit has had contact with the Commander, please report to Army HQ
immediately. I repeat, please report back.”


Parinita kept the handset braced against her
ear by her shoulder, while she fidgeted with her hands, and played with the
power dial and tuner. But it was not the radio at fault.


For what seemed like the hundredth time,
Parinita put down the handset again.


She stared into the forbidding darkness
around her. 


They had made some gains today. 


In the Kalu, Kimani had prevented the Panzer
divisions from flanking the city, buying precious time. Across the south, they
had managed to retreat in an orderly fashion from the Penance cathedral and
left a few booby traps in their wake. The Umaiha riverside was a disaster area.
They had lost the very last organized vestiges of the 1st and 2nd Line Corps to
the Cissean attack, and the flooding likely swept away friend and foe alike. 


Including, perhaps, Major Madiha Nakar, that
somber, sweet, strange woman.


At first, Parinita wept in the privacy of the
Major’s office. She had run herself dry of tears. For much of the evening and
night, she sat outside the HQ, waiting. Madiha’s convoy had vehicles. Maybe
they could get back, with news, or a body, anything at all.


She waited and waited, wondering if she would
wait and never receive an answer.


Another hour passed. 


She shivered; the storm had brought with it a
chill uncharacteristic of the Adjar dominance at any time of the year. But
still she sat beside her radio, waiting.


Losing Madiha, perhaps, made no difference to
the war as a whole. 


There would be other officers, there would be
other plans, up until the bitter end. 


To Parinita, however, losing Madiha was a
wound that would not heal. 


It was words that could have been said,
blasted into oblivion. It was moments that could have been shared, vaporized,
cast into the air. Perhaps she was being foolish, or pathetic. For how long had
she known Madiha? But the mourning hit as though she had known her a lifetime.
Ten days, just ten days! But she couldn’t help it.


Now the tears started to flow again. She felt
so small, foolish, childish, frivolous.


Lips quivering, her long strawberry hair
disheveled, Parinita picked up the handset.


“This is,” she sobbed, and sniffled and tried
to hide it but could not, so she kept going, “Army HQ, to all units. Please
report any contact with the Commander. The Commander has been missing since
1400 hours. Report any contact immediately. Please.”


She made to put down the handset when she
heard a unit responding.


“This is Hobgoblin B-5 of the
1st Separate Bada Aso Tank Brigade, previously on silent patrol. I am
escorting a convoy of vehicles toward the headquarters. Please stand by.”


Parinita clutched the handset. 


“Y-Yes. This is C.W.O Maharani. I will await
your arrival.”


She stood up.


She waited with bated breath. 


Minutes later, she saw the Hobgoblin’s light
from afar. 


Approaching the HQ, the tank turned on the
intersection, and behind it followed several Half-Tracks. They parked
haphazardly, and began unloading wounded in stretchers. Lights started to turn
on behind them all, in the HQ building. People rushed past Parinita to help the
arrivals. She stood, transfixed, her eyes scanning slowly around the scene.


Across the street, Major Madiha Nakar dismounted,
holding a towel to her head.


Slowly she left the half-track’s side and
ambled toward the stairway. 


At the foot, she looked up and locked eyes
with Parinita. 


The secretary dropped the handset and
fought back tears.


“I am sorry for making you worry.” Madiha
said. “You were probably right about this.”


Without a word Parinita rushed down the steps
and threw her arms around Madiha.


“Stop being sorry for things when nothing’s
actually your fault!” She wailed.


Madiha stroked her hair. “I know that now. I
was being wrongheaded about things. You could say I had sort of a revelation. I
can’t tell you that everything’s fixed upstairs; but I’ve never felt it easier
to talk or think. Reminds me of the film Flashing Before My Eyes.”


Parinita cried softly into her chest. Madiha
went silent, and held her in embrace.


“That film was so stupid.” Parinita
finally whimpered. “Nobody has dreams like that.”










30th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E.


Solstice Dominance — City of Solstice, KVW camp


 


Councilman Yuba finished recounting the
events of the 28th of the Gloom as he saw them, from the information that the
Council had managed to acquire. It had been a pivotal day across the entire
warring front, as Warden Kansal and Admiral Qote knew all too well. Now it
seemed that the Council was waking up to that fact as well.


No Councilman acted alone. 


They always had their little cliques. That
Yuba could come here to the KVW camp and meet with the striking soldiers,
showed more than just his own convictions. It meant there was a faction in
the Council that propelled the old man to move forward.


After going over his long story, the
Councilman gestured toward the Warden.


“So you see, Warden Kansal, the events of the
28th, now that they have trickled over to the Council, have put you in a better
position. You have the advantage with them now. Knyskna fell, but Bada Aso
stands. Nocht’s powerful Panzer Divisions took over one city but failed to take
the other. We know the reason. There is a great difference here.”


“You know it, but I’m not so sure your
fellows are so open to it.” Kansal said.


Councilman Yuba stretched out his hand, and
Kansal took it, holding it firmly.


“Warden, I think if we play our cards right
we can promote the idea that it was your leadership and the KVW’s expertise
that was the decisive factor in the battles of the 28th. Under Council guidance
Knyskna fell miserably to the enemy, but under your leadership Bada Aso stood.
Yes, my fellows will wish to extract compromise. But they will relent on the
key points. It is a way forward for all of us. Step by step, we may yet be able
to win back the Council. I need your help in order to do this. I cannot lead
this thrust alone.”


“You better be sure.” Admiral Qote
interjected. “We’re done playing political games.”


“I cannot promise you anything except that we
have an opportunity on our hands, and that I need you in order to set it in
motion.” Councilman Yuba said. “I have been sitting on my hands trying to make
a peace that won’t come. It’s time I picked a side.”


“And you are picking our side?” Kansal said.


Yuba looked anguished for a split second.
“I’m picking the side that can save us.”


“What about our contrarian friends, like
Mansa? What do they think?” Kansal said.


Councilman Yuba smiled bitterly. He let out a
little laugh, an angry, sad laugh. 


“I believe they may be more vulnerable than
we thought. Or perhaps distracted.”


“In what way?” 


Yuba looked at Kansal. He appeared weary. “I
think Mansa has abandoned Council.”










19.  Zugzwang


 










29th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


Adjar
Dominance, City of Bada Aso – Ox FOB “Madiha’s House”


 


As far as the eye could see clouds over
Bada Aso had become a continuous grey sheet, so still and unbroken they
perfectly supplanted the sky. In the morning even the drizzling rains had subsided.
Through the office window Parinita saw the breakfast line forming across
the street. It was a scene as if from a gentler time.


 People
passing around metal platters down the line, singing songs while waiting for
their lentils and flatbread, for their curry and fresh fruit juice.


Then a tank drove down the street
and everyone in the line waved at the commander half-out of his turret, and he
waved half-heartedly back as he headed out on armed patrol.


Work had commenced on sandbag redoubts to
block out the road south of the FOB. Parinita saw a light staff car
towing a 45mm gun into place behind a half-circle sandbag wall, and
several volunteers in jackets and overalls, and even a few women in dresses, at
work heaving bags and piling them up, pulling machine guns out of
the buildings where they had been hidden and rolling them out, bringing
ammunition from concealed stocks.


For moment, Parinita could just look at the
breakfast line and ignore the war. She could focus on
cheerful volunteers until her eyes seemed to cross and her vision
became blurry.


She pulled down the window shutters and
returned to the desk, licking the tip of her finger before opening a folder
of reconnaissance reports, including aerial photographs taken by a biplane
early in the morning. Due to their relatively silent engines, the obsolete Anka
still found a use in Bada Aso – they had performed some limited late night
bombing and early morning photography, surprising the enemy and avoiding
engagements.


They had to plan these flights ahead of time,
because the airport at Bada Aso was unusable, and because the overwhelming
majority of the Ox air force and air bases had been destroyed, abandoned or
evacuated since the first days of the war. 


Battlegroup Ram in Tambwe had graciously
allowed them to use its border air fields to land and scramble planes, but was
redeploying its own planes farther north.


Still, they did their best with what few
planes and what little runway they could get.


In her hands she held photos of Umaiha’s
streets, still waterlogged, the river itself choked with debris swept into
the water from the streets, and from buildings overtaken by the growing
ferocity of the stormy waters. 


They were still gauging the extent of the
destruction there. 


By current counts, the 28th, in its
various and deadly ways, had caused at least 8,000 casualties for the
Ayvartans, the overwhelming majority incurred in Umaiha. Not only did they lose
the defensive lines, they lost peripheral patrols, mobile reserve groups,
civilian volunteer laborers, logistics personnel, and rescue workers and crisis
assessment troops.


So wide-ranging, sudden, and devastating had
been the flooding, the rain, the lightning, the storm winds, that it seemed as
though the entire southeast was smashed off the map.


Parinita put down the photos and read
the early reports and turned over in her head what her own conclusive report on
them would say. Her Commander would certainly desire a full account of the
weather and its effects, as well as losses across the actions of the 28th.


She could say definitively that the 1st and
2nd Line Corps were no more. 


Anyone who could still fight joined the 3rd
and 4th Line Corps in preparing for the coming assault on the central district.
Luckily for them, Nocht had been caught up in the weather themselves, and
suffered losses of materiel in Penance that would surely give them some pause.
She hoped they would have a day or two to reorganize before the next operation.
That was the situation she saw looking over the documents in her hand.


She would have to wait for the Commander’s
word before thinking over it anymore.


Thankfully, the Major was safe and relatively
unhurt for what she had suffered.


On the floor of the office, Madiha slept
soundly on a mattress, dug out from the ruins of a nearby apartment
building. She was covered in curtains and towels in lieu of blankets –
they were running low on warm blankets, an item often unnecessary in the
Adjar dominance that was therefore not often kept in good supply. Madiha had a
medical patch on her forehead, under her black, uneven bags. She slept, eerily
peaceful.


Parinita had thrown herself in her arms the
moment she saw her last night. 


It became clear to her then she wanted to be
closer to Madiha. 


She was special to her. She wanted to
properly know her as more than just a comrade in arms. These desires had slowly
built and it was time to recognize them. 


But still, she felt awkward about it. She
couldn’t act on it. But it was fine.


For now it was enough to be in this office.
It gave her purpose. 


She could wait for the rest.


There was a knocking on wood that brought her
out of her contemplation. 


She looked over.


Behind her the door opened, and Bhishma, head
of her staff, stepped through the door with a plate of food and a mug of tea.
He had brought her a steel mug full of lentils, a stack
of flatbreads, and sweet Halva made from semolina
and tinged red with berries.


“What a pleasant surprise!” Parinita said,
clapping her hands. “Thank you, Bhishma.”


He smiled. Bhishma was a dark-skinned
young man with frizzy hair and an orderly appearance. They had worked together
for years now; normally he was quiet and diligent, but today he looked
energized.  ”It’s nothin’ ma’am. I thought of how hard you’ve been
working and I figured you wouldn’t be going to join the line, so I got
a little extra for you.”


“Nothing for the Commander, though? She has
also been working quite hard also.”


Bhishma had no answer to this. 


His cheeks turned a little pink, and he
scratched his hair.


Parinita smiled and waved her hand as though
trying to fan away his concerns with the air. “It’s ok, don’t worry about it!
I’ll share with her. We can have a proper meal at lunch.”


Bhishma bowed his head and retreated uneasily
out the door. Parinita sighed a little.


As the door closed, she heard a yawn and a
sleepy muttering. “What was that about?”


Madiha sat slowly up against the office wall
and stretched her arms overhead.


“I may be wrong but I think Bhishma was
trying to curry favor.” Parinita said amicably.


“Was he successful?” Madiha said through
another yawn, having fully stretched.


“Nope.” Parinita smiled. “Are you feeling
alright, Madiha? Our medics are worried.”


“I feel like I’ve been tied in a knot, and my
forehead feels split open.” She paused, and then sneezed. She wiped her nose on
her sleeve. “And I think I’m going to be sick.”


“Judging by your conversational
tone, you don’t seem too concerned.” Parinita replied.


“I’m not concerned, to be honest.” Madiha
said. “I’m just glad to be back at my house.”


“I am glad you are well.” Parinita said. 


She held back her emotions – she almost felt
like crying, she was so happy to see the Commander again. Madiha would not have
minded. She had already cried on her shoulder last night. But she wanted to
give the Commander some peace and a chance to relax. She deserved warmth and
ease. “We should take it slow today. You’re still recovering. I wouldn’t
want you to become ill. We can go over the current events at our leisure.”


“I do want to rest a little, but I have a few
orders to give.” Madiha said. She lay back against the wall with her arms
behind her head. “First; Parinita, I wanted to thank you.”


“I don’t believe I’ve done anything worthy of
much thanks.” Parinita demurely replied.


After all, she was just herself; what could
she possibly do or add?


“No, you have; you’ve stayed by my side. I’ve
been acting foolish. I lost sight of so much, both about myself, and you and
our comrades. I should have listened. Despite everything that has happened you
are here again, as warmly as you have always treated me. I want you to know
that my eyes are open now, and that I have regained my resolve.”


Parinita felt blood rushing up to her face
and ears. 


“I am very happy to hear that, Madiha.” She
stammered.


“I have treated you poorly; and I took in
vain the courage of our comrades who are fighting. From now on, I want to be
the Commander you and them deserve.”


Madiha stood up from the ground and
patted off the fibers from the curtains and towels that had collected on her
jacket and pants. She had been given a fresh uniform when they brought her into
the HQ last night, and thankfully she had not been wearing her pins and medals,
or they would have gotten wet or lost. Parinita kept them in a case in their
desk.


“In my eyes you have always been more than
worthy, Madiha; but I’m glad for you nonetheless. I hope to continue to serve
you in the same capacity as before.”


Parinita was cloaking it professionally, but
she wanted to bolt up and embrace her.


“I won’t have it any other way, Parinita. I
want us to face this together.” Madiha said.


Now that Madiha was wider awake, Parinita
spotted a few small wisps of the old flame trailing from her eyes, like a
lamplight through fleshy glass. She was surprised. The burning was not as bad
as it had been yesterday. Had she shed it? If so, her soul was safe for now.
But her earthly condition was definitely deteriorated. She looked tense and
exhausted, and she was definitely shaking a little. Hours out in the cold, and
physical wounds left open and bleeding throughout. It was a wonder she was
walking around at all right now.


“You should reconsider it if you’re keen on
running around.” Parinita cautioned her.


Madiha nodded. She rubbed a hand along
her back. “I feel a little stiff, but I’ll be fine.”


Seeing her like that, Parinita summoned up
her courage. She knew she could do more.


“Then let me help you with your
pain, please sit,” Parinita said, pointing to a chair across the desk. She
raised her hands and curled the fingers to demonstrate. “I know a little trick
that might help you stand up straighter than before, if you’ll indulge
me.” 


It was a little embarrassing to say, but she
managed to retain her composure.


Without question, the slightly bleary-eyed
Madiha pulled up the chair and sat down. She was compliant, and perhaps she
knew what Parinita meant by the gestures she made.


“My grandmother and mother were healers, and
they taught me a lot of things.”


Smiling and cheerful, Parinita stood up from
behind the desk and walked over to her.


“Face away,” Parinita said, tapping with the
tips of her fingers on Madiha’s shoulder.


Nodding, the Commander turned the seat
around, turning her back to Parinita.


Parinita reached around Madiha’s chest,
slowly unbuttoning her jacket. 


She felt Madiha tense up at first, but
whispered in her ear to relax. She pulled the woman’s jacket off, and then
the dress shirt and tie under it after that. Beneath the uniform the
Major wore a banian, a tanktop
style undershirt tight against the skin. 


Parinita looked her over. Madiha had
great shoulders, fairly broad and lean with some definition. Her arms and
back drew her attention too. She was slender, somewhat flat-hipped, with a
small bust, but tall and lean and smooth. Parinita felt a twinge of attraction.



Blood rushed to her face as she realized
where her thoughts led her. 


She almost felt guilty for ogling; that
was part of what turned her off the practice at first. To massage, one had
to touch, and it felt too intimate an experience.


And yet, though she had not
performed the arts in years, Parinita felt surprisingly confident in her
ability. She felt the muscle memory returning. Her grandmother had taught her,
showing her drawings of the chakras, charts of muscle groups, demonstrating the
pliability of skin and flesh on the clients who came in. When her mother
deigned to be around, she took shared some casual insights, though hers were
much more lascivious.


 Parinita, when she was a child and then a
teenager, felt theirs was an indecent practice overall. Now she felt excited,
felt a brimming in her hands, as if discovering magic.  Her
hands felt as if they were meant to soothe, to ease pain, to disperse
those agonizing flames.


She patted across Madiha’s shoulder,
touching the muscle, and felt girlish and giddy.


“Major, what kind of military planning gets a
girl shoulders like this?” She said.


Madiha laughed. ”All the hours I spent
exercising. I was bored out of my skull while nothing was happening. I spent
most of my tours doing pull-ups off the low roof of a clay hut out behind the
FOB. I used to be a little bit bigger; I do not exercise as much anymore.”


“I do prefer you this way; you have a great
balance of elegance and strength. I guess in comparison I’m a bit sedentary,”
Parinita chuckled, “but I do like to run. I used to run a lot. But that has
made me nowhere near as gallant as you are, if I might venture to say.”


“I think you look perfectly proportional.”
Madiha said. Her breathing quickened as Parinita’s hands settled upon her,
and began to prod and press across the bare flesh.


“Perfectly proportional? I suppose that’s a
compliment.” Parinita giggled.


Her fingers rose up to Madiha’s slender
neck, and she felt the Major’s pulse, quickening with a rush of warm blood. Her
hands glided up, lifting tufts of dark hair. It was soft, straight and
mostly symmetrical; it framed her face well. She guided her fingers
over the woman’s smooth forehead, covered by a thin medical patch to help
her heal; she slid her palms across Madiha’s gentle cheeks and jaw, just
feeling the warm brown skin; the smooth, gentle bridge and thin nose; the soft
lips, breathing irregularly from the touch.


She closed her eyes, and she felt like
Madiha’s warmth was entering through her hands, that their pulse was becoming
one, echoing across flesh. It was a blueprint for Madiha’s body. Textures and
contours and sinews, carrying a picture, as if Parinita had her own form of
radar. From what she touched, she felt like she knew everything about Madiha’s
body.


She opened her eyes and briefly lifted
her hands from Madiha to feel empty air again.


All of the flame vanished; the metaphysical
pain gone, Parinita could focus on the rest.


“You’re really tense, Major.” Parinita said,
giggling. “I should have done this sooner.”


Madiha nodded. “I think I know what this is.
It’s called Maalish, right? Healing hands.”


“I would view the healing part with
suspicion.” Parinita said. “It’s a source of relief.”


She pulled Madiha’s banian up from over
her back and pressed her hands against the woman’s skin bare
skin. Carefully and gently she glided the soft tips of her fingers
down the Major’s smooth, baked brown shoulder-blades. Madiha made a little
noise.


“Oh, is it rough?” Parinita asked.


“No,” Madiha said. Her voice stammered. “It’s
softer than I’ve ever felt.”


Exhilarated by the answer, Parinita applied
pressure to the tissues, finding areas that were hard and tense and
working them, kneading them, pulling and prodding them like
clay. She felt the flesh budge under her fingers. She received
feedback from Madiha’s body, gentle shivers and soft moans and the pulse
just beneath the skin, and she accounted for it.


Parinita gave herself up to these
sensations, intrigued by the subtle drumbeat that was punctuating the moment.
Slowly the motion of her wrists, of the heel of her hand and the base of her
thumb, the grasping of fingers, all of it quickened. 


Madiha started to rock a little in her seat
in response.


Parinita started to work down from
the shoulder, slipping her fingers underneath Madiha’s arms, gripping her
upper flanks, the side of the breasts, and working the ribs and scapula with
her fingers and thumbs at once. Her hands were moving to a rhythm set by
Madiha’s breathing and pulse and the pliability of the skin and the knots of
muscle. It was like a dance between them, and it brought Parinita a surge of
reassuring, powerful emotion.


Smiling, she leaned her head on
Madiha’s shoulder. “Is it working, do you think?” She squeezed on Madiha’s
flesh a little more, and saw her jaw loosen, and her lips curl with a
little gasp. Heat from her body transferred delectably to the tips of
Parinita’s fingers.


“It’s doing something.” Madiha said, her
eyes closed, her mouth hanging a little open.


Parinita lifted her head, and raised her
hands up over Madiha’s shoulders, kneading the woman’s trapezius with the base
of her thumb. Madiha let out a little groan. To see someone’s body respond
to touch, to feel their flesh relax, to hear them grow content;
it was a primal communication so different than the bitter, clinical
things Parinita had been taught.


“Spirits praise,” Madiha said, gasping, “this
is far different than I ever imagined.”


Almost with a snap, Parinita put sudden,
final pressure on Madiha with all of her fingers, pressing on her neck and
shoulder until she heard a subtle crack. Madiha arched her back. She
was loose, relaxed; as if all of her flesh had gone limp in Parinita’s hands.


Under her touch, Madiha lay back against the
chair, panting, contented.


She raised her head, staring up at Parinita.
She smiled, breathing in short gasps.


Madiha caught her breath. 


“I never believed in this sort of thing, but
I’m a convert now.”


She gripped her own shoulder and moved her
arm. She stood and walked around the office for a moment. Her movements were a
lot more fluid and energetic, more liberated.


“It’s not magic or anything,” Parinita said
modestly, “it just takes some dexterity.”


“I feel so much better; it’s amazing.” Madiha
said. She was giggling like a girl.


Parinita blushed. “Now, now; you’re not just
faking it to make me feel good, are you?”


“Of course not Parinita; you have a gift with
those hands of yours.” Madiha said.


She took Parinita’s hands into her own with
almost childish enthusiasm and pressed against her palms with the tips of her
own fingers. Parinita grew redder. Her face was almost the same flushed color
of her hair, and her lips hung open without words to say.


Perhaps recognizing her sudden gregarious
turn, Madiha awkwardly released her.


“Ah, sorry, that was a little untoward. But
it’s been a long time since I felt so refreshed.”


“I’m glad.” Parinita said. “My mother used to
say that Maalish also soothes the soul.”


“I know.” Madiha said. She smiled softly.
“You have been doing a lot of that lately.”


Parinita’s eyes spread wide open. Did she
know about the flames, about her eyes?


“I’m sorry.” Parinita said sheepishly.
“Madiha, there’s something we should discuss–”


“You’ve nothing to be sorry for. I have my
own confessions to make too. We’ll talk about that later. For now, let us focus
on the material, and don’t worry about the rest.”


Madiha’s eyes glinted with a hint
of fire, and a sharp red ring glowed around her iris.


Parinita saw it – and it was a different
fire. Madiha was making sure she could see it.


Nonchalantly the Major dressed again in her
shirt and jacket. She walked around, patting Parinita jovially in the back, and
sat behind her own desk, adjusting the office chair for her height. She brought
out her pins and medals and began to attach them to her uniform in their
places. Finally, she collected a stack of papers, looked at them and dropped
them.


“I don’t know what any of these are about,
goodness; also, I’ll be needing a new pistol.”


Any tension in the room suddenly diffused.
Back to work; Parinita grinned and nodded.


“I’ll get you a new pistol, but you need to
promise to take good care of this one.”


Madiha raised her arm as if to swear an oath,
and held her fist over her breast.


Parinita laughed girlishly at the
gesture. Thank everything; Madiha was still alive.


“Say, do you want some halva, Major Madiha
Nakar? They put berries in it today.”


Madiha looked at the plate on her desk. “I’d
be delighted, C.W.O. Parinita Maharani.”










30th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E.


City of Bada Aso – Outskirts, 1st Vorkämpfer
Headquarters


 


Outside Bada Aso a Nochtish truck convoy
halted off the road after almost a week’s worth of uninterrupted driving. One
vehicle had broken down due to a lack of oiling. Horse wagons were
dispatched from the Headquarters inside the city and the cargo was loaded on
them. At around noon, the equipment was unloaded at the HQ and installed by
engineers overseen by Fruehauf. They spent about an hour working with cables
and vacuum tubes.


Finally, a telephone was installed in the
Vorkämpfer HQ. Line operation was overseen through the Ayvartan cables and
headquartered in the occupied city of Dori Dobo near the border to Cissea.
Fruehauf informed Von Sturm about the successful installation. She was excited
about having a phone. It was a cute, homey kind of object. After all, she used to
be a telephone girl before she joined the army. Von Sturm did not share her
enthusiasm at all.


The 30th of the Aster’s Gloom saw the first
international phone call between Ayvarta and the Nocht Federation. From
occupied Bada Aso, the single telephone line out to Dori Dobo carried a call
request that was manually forwarded through three boards in Cissea, until
it reached the first trans-oceanic radio-telephone station in the northern
coast of Cissea. Through the airwaves the call crossed the sea. Upon reaching
The Federation of Northern States, it was forwarded to its destination in the
Nocht Citadel, where it was picked up.


One hour of routing, waiting, and
growing, sinking dread in Von Sturm’s stomach.


Finally, the call was put through. Von Sturm
tremulously raised the handset to his ear.


“I love the telephone, don’t you, Anton?”
President Lehner said. “Love the telephone. I’m a man of technology, Anton. I
want no barriers between human hands and scientific achievement. Today, we’re
making history! And oh, it couldn’t have come a better time. I’ve been waiting
so long to express my disappointment. Thank the Messiah for these lines.”


“Yes sir.” Von Sturm replied. He seemed to
struggle to keep his teeth from chattering.


“Let us talk, Anton. Let us talk, primarily,
about my disappointment. Once you understand the depths of my disappointment,
we can talk about what comes next. Did you know that Dreschner took Knyskna?
Dreschner is on time. I like Dreschner; honestly, I am fond of all my
personnel, Anton. And that is why this hurts. Disappointment hurts.”


Fruehauf watched on innocently, smiling at
the presence of a cute little dial telephone in the HQ’s second floor, while
President Lehner coolly dismantled and berated Von Sturm.


Thirty minutes later the pair reconvened with
the rest of the staff downstairs. 


Von Sturm’s eyes seemed permanently forced
open, and he walked stiffly. 


Fruehauf whistled and skipped and wondered if
she might be able to organize calls to home from Ayvarta on
the radio-telephone. She was in love with the little thing.


Down in the restaurant dining area, Von
Drachen waited on one of the tables. He had a thick bandage over his forehead,
gauze over his nose, his arm in a sling and patches over his shoulder, easily
seen under his dress shirt. He wore his jacket still, but with his arms out of
the sleeves. Von Sturm sat across the table, holding his head up by his hands.


“Oh good, I’m glad you’re here.” Von Drachen
said. “I’ve been rehearsing this speech I wanted to give to someone. My mind is
bursting with ideas after the battles of the 28th.”


“Are you sure that’s not a result of having
your forehead broken?” Fruehauf asked.


“It might be, but in that case, it is a good
result.” Von Drachen said, shrugging.


“I was just joking. But I guess I’ll accept
that response.” Fruehauf sighed.


“I’m listening.” Von Sturm said
sullenly. 


He looked at Von Drachen over steepled
fingers.


Von Drachen’s face lit up. 


Afforded the chance to speak, he stood and
backed away from the table, and spread his good arm as if to gesture for the
attention of a crowd. Fruehauf and a few of her radio crew, on their breaks,
turned around to watch. Von Drachen cleared his throat, and he swept his hand
slowly in front of himself, and began to speak in a serious voice.


“Prior to to this conflict all of our battles
have been against forces in underdeveloped, broad, open areas. Cissean
villages, Bakorean fields, and Ayvarta’s grasslands afforded us the ability to
bring our superior firepower to bear on the enemy. Exposed enemies would be
rushed and obliterated. Enemy strongholds were few and far between and we could
seize them or bypass them at our leisure. If they moved against us, they were
destroyed, and if they failed to move, they were encircled. We dictated the
terms of any engagement.”


Von Sturm was dejected throughout. Von
Drachen continued without skipping a beat.


“Bada Aso is a large, fairly tight,
conventional city. It restricts our movement, our lines of sight, and it
prevents us from concentrating our forces – how many men and tanks can you
feasibly cram into a street before you have a slow-moving soup kitchen line in
uniform?” Von Drachen smiled in the middle of his explanation, as though he was
overjoyed by the works of his enemy. “And the Ayvartans have used these
conditions expertly. Their equipment and training is meager compared to ours,
but they have been organized to take the fullest advantage of this uncertain
environment around us. They have created a situation where we will bleed men
fighting them, bleed men scouting them and bleed men bypassing them. It’s like
fighting in hell, it’s like a medieval engagement! We cannot look at this using
our ordinary strategies. It might even be best that we do not move at all for
now. We must be more meticulous, Anton Von Sturm, or else we will–”


“But we have to move!” Von Sturm shouted,
interrupting him. “How the hell does it make sense that with worse equipment
and poorer training they can successfully slow us down! Just because they have
holes to crawl into? Tunnels to squirm and crawl around?”


“Because they know what’s around every corner
of this city and we don’t.” Von Drachen said. “They can see through the stones
and we can’t. We think we have the initiative because we are the ones launching
attacks, but they are the ones who dictate every engagement because they have
tactical control in every situation. They can retreat when they want, counter
when they want, and lay whatever traps they want. It is they who have the
initiative despite not attacking. It’s simply fascinating, don’t you think?”


“It makes no sense.” Von Sturm shook his
head. “It is absolute madness to think that.”


“They have preyed on our superior position.”
Von Drachen said. “Our entire army was built and trained to punch through
defenses with overwhelming power, and then break into a marathon run toward new
objectives. But we can’t run in Bada Aso: we keep slipping and hurting
ourselves on the concrete with this vaunted ‘overwhelimg power’ of ours.”


Von Sturm pushed back his chair and stormed
from the table, rubbing his forehead in consternation. Fruehauf and Von Drachen
looked on, until he had disappeared upstairs.


“Was it something I said?” Von Drachen asked.
“It’s just my opinion on things.”










Central District FOB, “Madiha’s House”


After days of tinkering, a silent
breakthrough occurred.


In the basement of the school building an
engineer finally found a compatible vacuum tube for the old long-range radio,
and quietly he installed the tube in the correct slot and tested the device.
There were no sparks and he picked up a signal. He left it at that.


In his maintenance report, “potentially”
fixing the radio telephone was the last item, behind adjusting an office chair,
checking the air circulator and fixing a hallway light.


Hours later an alien sound echoed across
the halls of the FOB – the radio telephone was ringing. On the first floor of
the FOB the switchboard operator, stationed in front of the
obsolescent radio-telephone monitoring equipment, awoke in a puddle of her
own saliva. She scrambled to connect the call, having forgotten most of the
controls. 


She had been almost sure she would never have
to use the device. 


After a moment’s panic she managed
to connect the incoming call through to to C.W.O Parinita Maharani in
the Major’s office, who was just as puzzled by the communique as anyone else.
With Madiha watching behind her, she picked up the handset.


Parinita listened to the call carefully. At
the other end, the KVW radio operator read several press-worthy statements –
confirmation that Solstice had been brought around to Madiha’s plan for the
city, on the condition that she evacuate by sea to Tambwe, as well
as offering assurances that the end was in sight for the political
deadlock of the Socialist Dominances of Solstice. Parinita was optimistic
about the call and glad to receive it. She told Madiha the gist of everything.
Knyskna had fallen, but there was good news too.


Madiha was less optimistic. “Useless,” was
one of her choice words about the call.


Regardless, they both agreed it was time to
start putting into motion the end of Hellfire.


Then, another alien sound, same as before. 


It was the radio-telephone again. Once more
the operator was in an anxious and manic state, and this time she forwarded the
call directly to Major Nakar instead of Parinita. For her part, the Major did
not know whether to think this ominous or auspicious.


She picked up the handset and raised it
to her head. “This is Major Nakar.” She said.


“Major, congratulations on your recent
victories. You are a beacon in this darkness.”


Madiha felt a thrill down her spine. 


Her eyes widened. Parinita stared, and
silently tried to ask what was wrong. She received no answer. Madiha recognized
the voice – it was the Warden of the KVW and head of the Military Council,
Daksha Kansal. She was once the voice and face of their revolution – though
sidelined by the petty politics of the council she had been instrumental in
fomenting the unrest, seeding the ideologies, and supplying the strategies to
overthrow the Empire. She was in a sense Madiha’s boss, but they hadn’t
spoken for many years.


“I,” Madiha hesitated for a moment, but found
words quicker than she would have before recent events, “I am grateful for the
kind words, Warden. However I would be hesitant to refer to anything occurring
in this city as a victory. As I communicated to the esteemed Admiral via our
offices, this is not a battle that I plan to win in the strictest sense.”


“Yes, of course. I recall your plan and
continue to support it. But you humble yourself; with Gowon’s leadership this entire
operation would have been impossible.” Kansal said. “Gowon would have been
intimidated by Nocht’s strength. You confronted them.”


“Thank you for your confidence. To what do I
owe this rare call?” Madiha asked.


“Regrettably rare; but I hope to take a more
active role in our operations from here on.” Kansal said. She paused for a
second before continuing to speak in a strong tone.


“Major, you have been informed that there are
strides being made here in Solstice to support the war. I have committed to sending
special trains from Tambwe to evacuate your wounded. Support from Ram will be
available as well if you think it would be warranted.”


“I do not.” Madiha said. “Ram should remain
put and fortify the border to Tambwe.”


“I expected you would say that.” Kansal
replied. “You were always putting other people ahead of yourself. I am happy to
see that. I should leave you to conduct your strategy, Commander. I wanted to
personally commend you. I feel it is the least I can do.”


“Thank you. I will send any special requests
via encrypted telegrams.” Madiha said.


“I will keep someone on hand to handle
communications, round-the-clock. Mark my words, we will retake the reins of
this war, Major. We will overcome this together.”


“Thank you again, Warden.” Madiha gripped the
handset and worked through a sudden shot of anxiety. “If I can make one request
now: I would like to talk to you personally in Solstice. Not simply about
things present, but also those past. I hope that can be arranged.”


There was a moment of silence on the line,
but Kansal replied nonetheless. She sounded a little deflated. “I owe you that
much, Madiha. It has been a long time, I admit, since I have thought of that
fateful day where I put the gun into your little hands and told you to shoot.
Perhaps that is an indictment on my character. I was so willing to forget.”


“I remember most of those days fairly well
now, Shacha. On that day, I shot
because I wanted to protect you. I was small; I didn’t understand what I was
doing completely. But I did it of my own volition, not because you made me do
it. All of this was never something that I was coerced or tricked into doing.”
Madiha said. “I’ve never understood your own feelings on the situation. I do
not blame you. I just wish to speak to you about it.”


Parinita craned her head to one side, puzzled
over the sudden turn in the conversation.


“We will speak, Madiha. As far as tricking
and coercing – I would not be so quick to absolve me of my guilt. We will
speak, so that you may fully remember, and then decide.”


“Yes. Until then, we should be keeping our
communication sparse.” Madiha said.


“Indeed. Once again, thank you for your
service, Madiha– Major.” Kansal hung up.


Madiha set down the handset. She rubbed her
forehead, feeling a bit of a headache.


“What was that about?” Parinita asked. “Did
something happen between you two?”


Madiha smiled. “She was one of the people who
raised me into this sort of life.”


Parinita’s eyes drew wide. She wiped a few
tufts of hair from the side of her face.


“Madiha, is Daksha Kansal your mother? Is
this one of those secret child things?”


Madiha burst out laughing. “You’ve
internalized one too many film plots, I see.”










Central District, East Sector, Kabuli Road


“Platoon 3, Panzerabteilung B of the 15th
Panzer Regiment, reporting no contacts.”


On the radio, a woman’s voice. “How far have
you advanced?”


“Five kilometers. We are moving at pace with
our infantry.” replied the Sergeant.


“How is the terrain? Have the roads been
damaged? Do you see any earthworks?”


“There are no defenses in sight yet and the
roads are mostly navigable.”


There was silence as the voice on the radio
conferred with her own superiors.


“Advance one kilometer but keep your eyes
peeled for ambushes. There are networks of tunnels around the area and the Ayvartans
will use anything as cover. Ruined buildings, the sewers, the roofs and second
stories of intact buildings, street corners, rubble mounds.”


“Understood. Will report back after any
contact is made, or in one kilometer.”


That was all the Feldwebel in command of 3-B
could offer in response. Though he wanted to ask how he was supposed to move
forward if those were the conditions, he knew it would be impertinent.
Surrounded by roofs, by ruins; did this mean nowhere was safe?


Panzerabteilung B had a storied combat history. 


Founded four years ago, they fought in Cissea
through the entire conflict against the terrorist rebel forces in support of
the newly declared democratic government, and participated in quelling risings
in Bakor at the request of the legitimate government of the islands. Equipped
at first with M2 Rangers, the untested panzerkadetts of the 15th Panzer
Regiment proved themselves in battle again and again, crushing motor and armor
forces, scattering entrenched infantry, overrunning fortifications in brutal
assaults. Platoon 3 had proudly participated in these engagements, showing no
fear before the enemy.


Now their arsenal was upgraded – with their
faster, stronger M4 Sentinels there was no force treading the ground on Aer
that could stand up to them in a direct confrontation. 


Therein lay the problem. This was not a field
where two columns met in the open.


Organized as a platoon made up of five
M4 tanks from the 13th Panzergrenadier regiment, and backed up by thirty
Panzergrenadier support infantry on foot, they had been tasked to recon in
force. On their maps this district was simply named “Kabuli” for “Kabuli road,”
the main thoroughfare connected to Penance in the south. But this mission was
not a conquest, not yet. Command was not authorizing a full-scale attack
despite the orders to move. This was only a limited mission to probe potential
routes for such an attack.


Though only a Platoon, the men on this
mission counted themselves first and foremost as among the storied Panzer
B battalion. They were proud and hardened. 


And yet, they felt pause.


Panzer A had only two days ago failed to penetrate
Penance fast enough to stop an orderly enemy retreat. They had lost two
platoons of Panzers and a company of men.


That was Panzer A, and Panzer A’s Platoons. 


But they were just a Platoon too in the end.


They had a good sight line going for a
stretch of 800 meters, but then the road curved around a hilly plaza and out of
their immediate sight. To each side of the column there were a paltry few tight
alleyways between squat, brown brick service and small shop buildings,
through which no tank could penetrate at least. There was a perpendicular
intersection 500 meters away. Everything was quiet; how quickly could that
change?


Men and tanks advanced together. At full
speed the M4 could cross over 500 meters in a minute. But they were moving at
perhaps 5 km/hour. They needed their men to protect them against ambushes, and
the men needed them to provide heavy firepower. It was the best arrangement
these forces could muster against such a pervasively hostile environment.


The Feldwebel looked through the
periscope on the commander’s seat, watching the road ahead. He peered around
himself, at the tanks behind him and the tanks in front, but his eyes settled
on the road ahead, and that was where he made his first contact. He quickly
pushed up his hatch and stood on his seat to rise out of the cupola. He
confirmed with his personal binoculars and sounded an alert. “Contact, 700
meters ahead, communist tanks!”


His lead tanks became alerted at about the
same time, and their own commanders raised their hatches and stood out of their
cupolas to confirm the sighting. 


Coming in from the curve in the road was a
platoon of Ayvartan Goblin tanks speeding down the road. Despite their smaller
size they had every kind of disadvantage – they were slower than M4s due to
their weaker, obsolete engine, and their smaller guns could never penetrate an
M4s frontal armor except at very close range. Common cannon-fodder.


This explained their current tactics – they
would charge the M4 column as fast as possible to engage in a melee. At
point-blank range they could cause some damage.


“It’s a death charge, open fire and give the
commies what they came here for!” shouted the Feldwebel. He moved his tank back
and off to the side of the road, allowing his subordinate vehicles forward,
forming a battle line with three tanks forward, one tank in reserve, and his
own sheltered behind a mound of rubble. The Panzergrenadiers took up positions
on both sides of the street and kept their eyes peeled, but their heads down.


As the Goblins neared 500 meters from the
column, his lead tanks opened fire with their guns, their first three shells
smashing into a building and over the turret of the goblin.


Those were the probing shots. 


Across the line the gunners loaded new shells
and the commanders ducked inside the turrets again and helped adjust the tank’s
aim. At 300 meters from the enemy, the more accurate second salvo hurled fresh
shells across the road and eviscerated two of the tanks. One turret flew in
pieces from a hull that turned, out of control, and crashed into a nearby
building; another tank was penetrated right through its strongest armor in the
forward plate, the glacis, and flew into the engine, causing the tank to
explode in a brilliant fireball.


This did not deter the remaining three tanks,
speeding to the 100 meter danger zone.


“They’re not shooting, they’re going to ram!”
Shouted a subordinate tank commander.


Gunners in the lead tanks scrambled to
reload, but there was no time to shoot. 


The Goblins collided their tracks and glacis
plates with the M4 tanks and pulverized themselves on the armor, their
tracks and drivetrains flying in pieces in every direction as they
smashed against the much larger and sturdier vehicles. The Goblins
struggled and ground themselves against the enemy until their treads gave out
completely and their engines died out. The M4 tanks were pushed back from their
orderly battle line and left scarred with hollow cavities in the armor,
collapsed front hatches and broken track guards.


The Feldwebel watched from afar and
sighed inwardly with some relief. None of their foolish enemies discharged
their weapons. At point-blank range the 45mm gun on the Goblins was more
dangerous. He thought that had been the point of the death charge.


“Inspect those tanks.” The Feldwebel shouted,
addressing the infantrymen.


The Panzers disentangled themselves and
retreated from the wrecked Goblins. 


One M4 tank had its track damaged enough that
it had to move quite tenderly on this limp, and found it particularly difficult
to extricate itself from the battle line. It was rotated out to the back of the
formation, and the reserve tank, untouched by the violence, took the lead in
its plae. With about thirty meters of safe distance from the crashed Goblins,
the Feldwebel ushered the Panzergrenadiers forward. Carefully the
men climbed the tanks and opened the top hatches, apprehensive, ready to
be thrown back by a potential trap.


Nothing happened. They climbed inside. They
saw no one. They cleared each tank.


“Feldwebel, the Goblins are empty! They just
had their drive levers jammed forward!”


“Just a trick then.” the Feldwebel said.
“Lead tanks, push those out of the way.”


From their cupolas the commanders of the
three lead tanks nodded to acknowledge. They dove back into their respective
tanks, and drove forward. The Feldwebel started to descend into his own tank
when he suddenly heard shouting that pulled his attention front.


“Contact!” shouted a Panzergrenadier, “Armor
on the intersection, 480 meters!”


The Feldwebel peered into his binoculars and
saw two tanks emerging from the corners at the intersection, one from each side
of the road, driving out of cover with their side plates facing the column and
their turrets turned on them as well. These were not Goblin tanks. They were
much larger, built on long green hulls with sloped side and front plates,
widely spaced tracks, and a turret mounted very close to the glacis. 


They were roughly the size of an M4, but
the gun was bigger.


“Medium tanks! Take aim and fire on their
exposed sides!” the Feldwebel called out.


His new enemy was moments quicker. 


Both of the unidentified medium tanks opened
fire on the M4s. They were mounting rather powerful guns – the shells
hurtled toward the column and cut the distance in a blink and exploded with
force. An M4’s turret and track received the first beating. One shell
pounded the ground near the track and exploded, launching the drive wheel into
the air and scattering track links about. Nearly penetrating, the second shell
smashed into the turret and left an enormous dent that deformed the
mantlet and upset the gun’s position.


“Our gun is unseated!” shouted the
commander of the stricken tank. “We can’t shoot!”


The Feldwebel shouted for the tank to move
off the line, but without its track this order was impossible to fulfill.
Hatches opened and the tank crew evacuated and ran back from the fighting. His
two remaining forward tanks retaliated, shooting over and between the goblin
wrecks. Their shells crashed into the ground as the enemy tanks retreated
around the street corners. The Feldwebel cursed. These tanks were faster than
he had anticipated.


Now there was another wreck in his way that
had to be moved – the damaged M4.


“We cannot engage them like this!” The
Feldwebel shouted to his troops. “Retreat!”


His own tank was the first to reverse away
from the Goblin wrecks, and the Panzergrenadiers ran up both sides of the road
to get away. Because of its track damage, the slowed-down M4 that was cycled to
the rear was abandoned as well, its interior purposely damaged by a bundle of
grenades to prevent any useful capture. 


Its crew dashed off with the
Panzergrenadiers.


Finally the two remaining line tanks started
to reverse and pulled away, building up speed, firing their guns at the
intersection. While the drivers pulled them back, the gunners feverishly loaded
and launched shells targeting the street and road behind them to preempt
pursuit. Like a boxer’s jabs, they launched shells to keep the enemy at bay.
With the crews working themselves raw, the tanks sustained a rate of fire of 15
shells a minute – every eight or ten seconds a gun fired, and dust and gravel
went up in the air along the intersection.


In the midst of this gunfire both the
Ayvartan tanks peered across their corners again and shot their guns down
the street in a circumspect fashion. Enemy shells traveled over the
Panzergrenadiers and smashed the corner wall on a nearby building, and hurtled
between the tanks to hit the road behind the column. The M4s kept running and
kept shooting, hitting the corner buildings, knocking down a streetlight. One
shell exploded directly in front of an enemy tank, kicking up pavement onto its
green glacis.


Again the enemy tanks retreated around the
intersection, this time without a victim.


They did not peek out to shoot again; the
continuous fire from the M4s pinned them.


Tense minutes of reversed fighting later the
Feldwebel peered out of his cupola. 


They were almost a kilometer from the
intersection and the enemy had stopped firing on them. The Panzergrenadiers
started to slow down, and the retreating tanks paused to reorient
themselves, turning their tracks so that they could drive away from the
intersection rather than retreating in their reverse gear. For safety’s sake,
one tank kept its turret pointing toward the intersection, but the other faced
its gun forward.


Perhaps 10 to 15 shells remained in each
tank. 


They had gone through much of their
ammunition.


With the heat of battle having passed, the
Feldwebel picked up his radio and reported.


“This is Feldwebel Crom to command. We made
contact with an Ayvartan force. Events transpired too quickly for an in-combat
report. We disabled five Ayvartan Goblin tanks that were seemingly rigged to
spring a trap on us, and then two medium tanks of an unidentified model
attacked us, and disabled two of our tanks. We incurred no casualties – both
crews evacuated safely. We have lost visual contact with the enemy and
retreated 500 meters. Requesting assistance and resupply. We are low on
ammunition and fuel.”


There was a brief silence and then the radio
operator answered. “Hold your position and await reinforcement. Platoon 2 of
Panzerabteilung C is on its way.” She said.


“Acknowledged.” He said. “We will hold here.
I do not believe the enemy will advance. We can establish a defensive line and
await Panzer C. I’ll keep you notified.”


“Once you have linked up with C, carefully
pursue contact,” added the voice on the radio. She sounded tense. “Command
would like to capture one of these tanks.”


“Indeed. Hopefully they have not vanished
into the stones.” 


He hung up the radio again.


Feldwebel Crom climbed out of his tank and
issued orders. 


He concealed his tank as best as he could
behind a mostly collapsed wall in a nearby building. On each street he
positioned his line tanks as close to the buildings as they could be, facing
upstreet toward the intersection. He ordered the crews of the destroyed tanks
to vacate, and a squad of Panzergrenadiers left with them. His two remaining
squadrons of men divided themselves along both sides of the road, covering the
tanks.


He felt confident in this position. Here
the road was fairly narrow, and there were no alleyways around him through
which a tank could fit. Most of the buildings around the column were either
intact or so utterly ruined he could see through them to the building behind
them and sometimes out to the next block or street over. 


Any attacks would be obvious to him.


Withdrawing a cigarette from a pouch under
his jacket, Feldwebel Crom climbed out of the tank and jumped down onto the
street. He lit his cigarette and leaned against one of the partially collapsed
exterior walls of his ruin. Panzer C would take maybe twenty or thirty minutes
to reach them. He had time to take some of the edge off his nerves.


Curse those Ayvartan cowards – had they
fought him in the Plaza or around that Cathedral he would have shown them how
tanks really fight. Not by peeking around corners furtively firing their guns,
but by charging at top speed, circling each other like bloodthirsty sharks,
firing their guns on the run and taking burning bites from each other.


That was how Panzer B had fought in Cissea
and in Bakor! 


Not this tiptoeing game of tag!


He went through his first cigarette
viciously, sucking out the smoke in desperation, tossed it on the ground,
leaving it burning on the debris-strewn floor. He took another from his pocket
it, lit it and smoked it too. He blew a cloud gray as the paint on his M4.


Raising his eyes across the street, he saw a
hint of movement behind a window.


“Landsers!” He shouted to some of his men
across the street. “Inspect that building–”


Glass shattered, concrete flew.


Across the street, at deadly close range, the
facade of the quiet old building toppled over onto the road, and over the
debris an enormous Ayvartan tank suddenly appeared, forcing its way through the
building and onto the street. Machine gun fire from the ball-mount on its
glacis raked the street and forced Feldwebel Crom behind a wall for cover. 


His Panzergrenadiers clung to cover and kept
out of the beast’s sight; the heavy tank turned its turret on the M4s instead.
With one shot it claimed its first hunting prize, punching through the engine
block and setting ablaze another of the battalion’s prized M4s.


Compared to the other tanks it was a
monster – Feldwebel Crom had never seen a tank that big in any arsenal. It
shared the same wide-spaced tracks and forward-mounted turret as the previous
tanks but it was larger, thicker, taller. A behemoth; it stepped onto the
street, the heavy machine guns on its glacis and turret cracking incessantly as
it reloaded its gun.


Panzerwurfmines flew from the hands of scared
infantrymen, crashing ineffectually around the enemy tank. Most of the grenades
had not had their canvas fins fully deployed; those that managed to strike left
ugly dents in the turret and glacis of the Ayvartan tank but scored
no penetrations. Turning around its turret around over its exposed engine
block, the remaining M4 desperately attacked, unleashing an armor-piercing
shell at close range. The Feldwebel’s tank joined in, firing its own gun
from the ruin, both within 30 meters.


Both shells deflected off the turret,
launching skyward harmlessly.


In the next instant the monster’s barrel
flashed. It punched a hole the size of a human head into the turret
of the remaining line M4. Smoke erupted from the end of its gun barrel; its top
hatches blew open from the pressure. Soon its engine began to smoke and burn.


Around the street the Panzergrenadiers began
to retreat through the alleyways.


Feldwebel Crom scrambled into his tank, and
screamed to his driver.


“Start it and run! Run!” He shouted, shutting
his top hatch, his heart racing.


Before his driver had even manipulated the
levers, the enemy tank turned its gun. 


In the instant the Feldwebel’s tank backed
out into the street, it was shot through. 


An armor piercing shell crashed through the
engine block and punched into the driving compartment. Under the Feldwebel it
exploded, wreaking havoc in the cramped quarters. Concussions, burns, shrapnel;
all manner of trauma visited the tanker whose armor was defeated by a tank
shell. Once invincible, the M4 now became a cast steel tomb.


Surveying the carnage, pitted with the scars
of failed penetrations, the Ayvartan Ogre tank brushed aside the wrecked hulls
and drove up the street, to meet the Hobgoblins further ahead and thank them
for their collaboration in another successful day’s hunting.










Central District – En Route To ”Agni’s House”


In preparation for battle in Bada Aso many
supplies had been moved underground, and various locations around the city had
been earmarked as dumps where periodically supplies from the tunnels would be
moved up. This was all part of a pre-war defensive plan that Madiha heavily
modified to her own purposes. From the dumps, supplies could be circulated to
units fighting in the locality. Soon after the bombings and the fighting,
however, there was a massive disarray and many supply locations had become unusable.


Every action plan drafted before the war was
meaningless. For most Ox officers and units, their limited training leaned
heavily on rehearsal and execution of these plans.


From the 22nd forward, nobody’s logistic maps
made any kind of sense anymore.


There was a fight to conduct and not
enough good staff to bring order back to the system. They needed to focus
on the fighting primarily, so intelligence and command arms took priority, and
the logistics staff in turn received precious little radio operation and
organizational support. They had to do what they could on their own terms
instead.


This state of affairs did not deter the
laborers from their necessary tasks. At night and in the early morning the
drivers dutifully took their orders from the paltry few teams of administration
staff in the various line corps. They mounted their trucks and set
off this way and that, exploring the
city as if it was a new domain with each passing day of the war.


Drivers systematically visited each of
the potential caches on their maps, and found themselves often confronted with
empty lots or utter ruins, with caches moved at the last minute for fear of an
enemy penetration, with tunnels that had been sealed off. When the delivery and
the storage elements finally met, they had to sort out conflicting orders. 


At the end of the journey, the front line
tended to receive mismatched quantities of ammunition, replacement guns, and
food and sundries. One unit would receive more rifles than clips, another a
preponderance of shells for tanks or guns they had few of on the lines, a
third misappropriated engineer tech that they would then have to put to use
somehow.


It was a barely working mess and
communication was pitiful. 


Still, everyone tried their damnedest and
made do with what they could get their hands on, and they fought on. Thanks to
the Major’s planning and Nocht’s carelessness, sketchy logistics proved less of
an issue than they otherwise would’ve been. They lost any kind of offensive
initiative in this state, but offensive initiative was never in the books. Even
with haphazard supplies they could still sit behind sandbag walls and plot
ambushes.


But perhaps it was good that their
original plans had gone up in smoke. 


After all, the rehearsed plan called for a
bloody counterattack to retake the city after exhausting the enemy. That was
one part of the plan that Madiha Nakar had struck out of the books immediately.
What was on-hand simply could not support such an action.


On the 30th, the situation stabilized
somewhat. 


With the destruction of the 1st and 2nd Line
Corps came the obsolescence of their part of the ragged supply network. Drivers
wiped almost half of Bada Aso from their maps. The 3rd and 4th Line
Corps were well rested and over the course of the battle’s 9 days, had managed
to save up a good hoard of equipment with which to fight their future battle.
This lessened the need for logistical back and forth. Calm settled over
the supply network.


Despite this, nobody could get a hold of
anybody else in the cache sites on the radio. 


So the Commander and her Secretary had to
quickly learn the tactics of supply drivers.


Major Madiha Nakar and Chief Warrant Officer
Parinita Maharani drove their staff car north from the forward operating base,
having been told vaguely that Sergeant Agni and some of her crew had left for
one of the northern dumps to begin their special task. But characteristically
of Bada Aso logistics, nobody quite knew which dump she had ended up going to.
Madiha drove from one dump to the next, passing by a junkyard, a Msanii
building, and an unfinished underground railroad station. Parinita marked them
off the map.


“Next is the Adjar Sporting
Society soccer field. We can keep going and drive by.”


Feeling a little agitated, Madiha turned the
wheel sharply and followed her secretary’s directions to the north and east,
bypassing a little commercial strip with some cooperative shops and the sports
club’s equipment workshop. They drove by the field and saw nothing and nobody
save the twisted remains of 37mm anti-air guns in the middle of the pitch.


Agni would have had a crew working on a tank
or two. This was obviously not it.


“I knew it was bad, but seeing it myself,
it’s a wonder how we get any supplies to the front at all.” Madiha said. She
drove aimlessly around the field while Parinita plotted their next stop.
“How has this happened? Why can’t we keep better track of active caches?”


“I’m not sure. I thought I had people working
on this, but it’s just not been a priority. We’ve been going from crisis to
crisis.” Parinita said, eyes scanning over the map.


“I guess there’s no point in making it a
priority this late.” Madiha lamented. It was in technical areas like this that
their lack of coordination seemed most pressing and dire.


“Hey, there’s a cache in a movie theater east
of here. We should go.” Parinita said.


Madiha looked critically at Parinita. “So are
we going there because you think Agni will be there; or because you want
to go see a movie theater?” She asked.


“There’s a lot of space you can fit a tank into.”
Parinita said. 


She smirked and shrugged.


The Major peered over the map. 


The theater was close by, the car had plenty
of fuel and there were not very many other choices to consider, so Madiha
ultimately complied. She broke off from the block they had been circling around
and headed north and east, driving at a leisurely pace down a small strip
of commercial buildings. At the end of the street, they found their
little theater.


A humble rectangular brick building, it had
partially collapsed, its right side showing some damage likely caused
by a small bomb. Several holes along the facade suggested rockets had
stricken the building. In front of it the street was covered in glass and
concrete shards, and further up the street a trio of anti-air guns had been
turned to slag. A few movie posters survived the attack and were still
prominently displayed on the building’s front.


“Agni’s obviously not here.” Madiha said
dryly, parking the car in front of the theater.


Parinita clumsily dismounted the car and ran
up to the theater with stars in her eyes, her boots cracking the shards of
glass pooled across the street. In a fervor she withdrew her sidearm and
blasted open the display cases. She picked the posters off display racks,
rolled them up, and brought a big pile of them back to the car, dumping them in
the back seat.


Madiha stared quizzically, craning her neck
to follow Parinita as she circled the car.


When Parinita got back on the passenger’s
seat, Madiha was still staring at her.


“They’re collectible! When the movie leaves
circulation these posters leave with it! This is a piece of film history I’ve
got in the back seat!” Parinita emphatically said.


Madiha fished one of the posters off the pile
and unrolled it. 


Much of the poster was taken up by a lake
that looked thick and gooey, with a hand sticking out of the muck; at the
corner of the poster, near the written credits on the bottom, an Ayvartan man
and woman screamed and cowered in fear of The Living Mud. 


She threw it back and picked up a different
one. 


There was a salacious image of two muscular,
oily men in very tight athletic trunks and nothing else, both standing eye to
eye in the middle of a field, one with a ball in his hands and the other
reaching out to him, and the film was titled Hard In The Pitch.


“It doesn’t matter what the film is about!
It’s about owning the poster.” Parinita said.


“Are you going to hang this one up?” Madiha
asked about the sports film poster.


“No! But I’ll keep it in a sleeve. I’ll
preserve it, and I’ll know I have it!” Parinita said.


“Pity. It could go well with certain
aesthetics.” Madiha said. She gently returned it.


After this detour they took up the map and
headed west. 


Madiha reasoned that Agni would probably
elect to go to a factory, and they narrowed it down to only the factories
nearby. On their map no factory was actually marked for what it produced –
after driving by a small rubber processing plant and cobbler’s co-op
inexplicably labeled a “factory” they finally came upon what was then
‘Agni’s House’. 


From a distance Madiha saw activity in
a small automobile factory and mechanical garage, once a fledging part of
the local union of automobile workers. Most promising was the sight of two KVW
half-tracks parked outside, and a few guards watching the road.


Just off a side road, the garage occupied a
concrete lot between two old tenements. One of the tenements had received a
heavy bomb through it, and had collapsed. Rubble seemed to form a ring around
the space. While the main factory had been gutted of good equipment prior to
the bombing, and subsequently lost its roof and one wall, a side-garage with a
tin roof and a sliding door stood intact. Equipped with a heavy vehicle lift
and a crane, as well as boxes of good quality metal tools, it made a perfect
spot for Agni’s work. 


Madiha and Parinita found her
sitting atop the heavy lift upon which the body of a Goblin teletank was
set. Its turret hung pitifully from the chain hoist crane nearby.


“Hujambo!” Madiha and Parinita said at once.
They stood off to the side of the tank.


“Hujambo.” Agni replied. She
shifted herself around to greet them. She was her usual self,
inexpressive, her long hair collected into a sloppy tail, various grease
stains on her person. Her jacket and shirt lay on the floor, and she had
on a dirty tanktop while working. On her lap was a metal toolbox. Some of its
contents seemed to have ended up on the ground. There were wire cutters, a
wrench, a crowbar, and various nuts and bolts.


“Keeping busy?” Madiha smiled. “I hope you’re
not pushing yourself too hard.”


“It was only a flesh wound; and these are not
bags under my eyes. It’s just my eyes.”


Agni pulled on the skin around her eyes as if
to demonstrate. Madiha thought they still looked like bags, and she knew Agni
barely seemed to sleep. She did not belabor the point.


“It wasn’t a flesh wound at all, you suffered
muscle damage.” Parinita said. She didn’t really know Agni, but that did not
dull her concern. “You should not be up there at all.”


“I am keeping off my legs, as you can see.”
Agni raised her dangling legs over the edge of the tank. There were bandages
around one leg and a thick, spongy patch over the knife wound in her
thigh. “I’ll be fine. I’m the only one who can perform these upgrades.”


“You could delegate to your subordinates.
They’re just standing around.” Parinita said.


“I must do this myself to insure quality. It
is vitally important. You’re distracting me.”


Parinita crossed her arms. “Well, fine then,
I guess. Keep at it until you break.”


Madiha cleared her throat loudly. “So, Agni,
what are you working on there?”


Agni pointed down at the tank, and spoke
quickly, seeming almost excited. “I found a solution to our teletank range
problems. These tank radios,” she thrust her finger sharply toward the interior
of the Goblin, “are an older model than those found in Hobgoblins. We can use
the better parts on the Hobgoblins to save us some time modifying the
teletanks.”


“That makes sense. I honestly don’t know what
goes into building a Hobgoblin – Inspector General Kimani just brought them in
without much explanation.” Madiha replied.


“I don’t have a technical sheet on them,
but from what I’ve heard from logistics and admin, their gun is similar to our
76mm field guns, but the power plant is different and the engine is a new
model. We’ve had trouble repairing them due to this.” Parinita said.


“This is true; they use non-standard parts.
High quality, but not in our stocks.” Agni replied. “However, that is working
in our favor now. I had my cadre this morning gut the radios from some of
the Line Corps Hobgoblins and modified the power plant and radio control
receiver on the teletank with the parts. In addition, if I can gut the radio
control equipment from the Control tank and install it on a Hobgoblin
command-type tank, it will not only triple the operational range of the
teletanks, it will offer greater protection.”


Madiha felt a sense of relief. Agni had a
solution – they were still on track. Now all they had to do is buy time.
“Anything you don’t use, have it blown up in the northern district.” She told
Agni. “We don’t want Hobgoblin parts falling into enemy hands.”


“Yes ma’am.” Agni said. “I believe we will
ready to proceed by the 35th of the Gloom.”


“That’s good. We just have to keep Nocht at
bay for another week.” Madiha said. There was no sarcasm or bitterness in her
voice. In fact the 30th had brought good news all around.


“We reestablished contact with Solstice
today,” Parinita said, tapping on her clipboard, “and they’re willing to send a
few trains, some even today, but the next ones on the 34th can carry
anything you need to complete the job. So if you have a list of needed–”


“I’m committed to doing this job with what I
have on-hand.” Agni replied.


Parinita hugged her clipboard closer, looking
a little annoyed to be cut off by her.


“May I continue my work, Commander?” Agni
asked, holding up her toolbox.


Madiha bowed her head in acknowledgment. “You
may continue. Thank you for your efforts, Agni. I will insure you and your crew
are adequately rewarded for your dedication.”


“Unnecessary.” Agni said. 


With that parting word, she pushed her
toolbox into the goblin, and then leaned down into the hull. Her legs dangled
outside at first, and she almost seemed to be swimming in the vehicle. She
shifted forward, swinging her hips, and her legs started to rise over her upper
body. Parts and tools rattled inside the hull – Agni fell carelessly over
inside.


Parinita sighed audibly. 


Madiha shook her head. 


They saw a wrench rise from the turret
hole.


“I’m fine.” Agni said. “It only hurts a
little bit and I’m sure I can get out eventually.”


“She gets a bit tetchy when she’s
absorbed in her work.” Madiha whispered to Parinita.


Before leaving the garage, Madiha called over
a few of Agni’s subordinates and gave them a few key instructions that might
not have constituted common sense to them: keep Agni fed, keep the radio on and
someone monitoring it, and finally, extricate Agni from the hull every so
often. Everyone easily agreed tot these basic requests.


While Madiha rounded up and organized the
engineers, Parinita checked the supply crates stacked inside the remains of the
main building, but none of them were labeled nor opened, so she gave up on
categorizing them or marking this dump in any particular way.


They returned to the car, and Parinita threw
away her clipboard. 


She crossed her arms and had a long,
frustrated sigh. 


“No markings of any sort, and I didn’t feel
like cracking open a dozen crates to see if we’ve really got two tons of food
and six tons of ammo in here or what.”


“Don’t obsess over it too much. Soon it won’t
really matter.” Madiha said. 


She figured they were now part of a long
and storied line of staff continuously ignoring this problem. She would have to
make a point to take logistics much more seriously.


“Let’s get back, we need to oversee the
evacuations tonight, and get ready in case the enemy attacks.” Madiha said. She
patted Parinita in the shoulder, smiling.


“Yes ma’am.” Parinita replied. She saluted
cheerfully.


Since it was no longer necessary for her to
navigate, Parinita took the time to inspect her treasures. She reached behind
her back and unfurled a poster. There was a picture of a sheaf of wheat, with a
suitcase and a hat, leaving behind a farm. It looked like the poster for an
educational film about collective agriculture. Parinita threw it over her
shoulder.


“If you’re not going to hang up that one, I
might be interested.” Madiha said, chuckling.










Northeast District – Train Station, Night


Despite advances in technology, war
had not yet defeated darkness. Conflict waned as the forces lost daylight. Both
sides transported supplies primarily in the dark hours, when
opposing planes and artillery would find it difficult to strike and enemy infantry would be reluctant to move. Aside
from a few disparate night bombings by Anka biplanes flying in from the lower
Tambwe, neither side had launched a significant night attack.


Madiha counted on this, but still felt a
little tension in the dark.


Standing astride the tracks at the northern
railyard, Parinita loyally at her side, the Commander waited for the arrival of
an armored train. On the road outside the rail station grounds, hundreds of
trucks and cars and even a few tanks came and went, ferrying thousands of
wounded, sick and exhausted soldiers and a few civilians, all of whom would be leaving
that night for Solstice. On one train or on another, all of them had to
go.


There would be three armored trains coming
and going a few hours apart. Even with their capacity, however, it might not be
enough. She had almost 12,000 whom she wanted to transport and she had
hoped to be able to evacuate a few tons of supplies as well. But she
needed only to look over her shoulder and out onto the street and road, and
see all the men and women under the faint light of electric torches and
Hobgoblin tank headlights, to disabuse herself of that notion. There would be
no room here except for these people and the bare minimum of goods to keep them
alive on their journey away from the conflict.


Crates of spare ammo were not priority. It
was time that these souls left Hell.


“When we get back, put together a team to
oversee the destruction of extraneous ammunition. Hellfire might solve
that for us but we can’t take any chances.” Madiha said.


“Understood.” Parinita replied. “I’ll pull
some people from our intelligence team.”


“Good idea. Intel will be less necessary now
that we’re drawing down from the battle.”


“Not to mention our intelligence, aside from
radio capture, has been limited anyway.”


Madiha felt tired. She made an effort to
stand, and she felt herself nod off once or twice in the gloom and silence. It
seemed like ages since she had a full night’s sleep. Her eyes lingered on the
empty tracks, on the odd shadows of cranes, on the distant, empty
warehouses. Cold winds blew through station and yard. Parinita moved a
little closer after a strong gust, clinging to her. Madiha felt the warmth of
her body; a fond sensation.


“It’s an uncharacteristically cold night for
Adjar.” Parinita said, nearly arm to arm with Madiha. It was not a situation
that Madiha would rush to change. She smiled at her.


Then in the distance, Madiha thought she saw
a glint of light. 


She brushed it off as a trick of her eyes in
the dark – but she was not the only one who saw it. One of her guards rushed
forward and pointed a BKV anti-tank rifle out toward the warehouses. She peered
through her scope and seemed to find something in the gloom.


“Commander, something’s approaching! I see a
headlight through the scope!” She said.


Madiha and Parinita stepped back, giving
Corporal Kajari some room. She was a recent addition to the 3rd Motor Rifles,
but had already proven herself well, and had been handpicked by Lt. Batuzi to
serve as part of the rail guard for the night. Her superior, Sergeant Chadgura,
stepped onto the platform to support her subordinate and stared down her own
BKV scope to confirm the sighting. She nodded her head at Madiha, silently
corroborating the Corporal’s discovery. Both kept their guns trained forward.


“Ma’am, you two should take cover behind the
platform just in case.” Chadgura said.


“It doesn’t look like a tank,” Kajari said,
“I think it’s got wheels. We may be able to–”


“Hold your fire unless I say so.” Madiha
said. 


She stepped off the platform, taking Parinita
with her by the hand. 


They crouched behind the brick, and heard
footsteps as Chadgura and Kajari, and other guards around them, took positions
behind what cover they could find.


Madiha breathed deep and concentrated. Her
eyes felt hot, but they did not hurt. 


She felt a sharp feeling in her skull and her
vision swam, rising as though her eyes were sliding up. Vision left her body;
her vantage, what her eyes saw, soared far over the rail platform, as
though she peered down at the world from a surveillance plane. Gently the
scope glided over the rails, out to the warehouses, and found the approaching
vehicle – an enclosed, 8-wheeled scout car, four on each side. It was a rather
familiar model.


Shaking her head grounded her perception
firmly within her eyesockets. There was a residual chill, a shuddering and
disassociation, a lack of control over her body, but she regained enough
presence to try to climb the platform again. Parinita reached out to her.


“Madiha, wait,” she said, grabbing her by the
shoulder. She drew a handkerchief from her jacket and wiped around
Madiha’s ear, and then showed her the discharge. It was blood.


“That’s inconvenient.” Madiha said, sighing.
She thought she had mastered this by now.


Parinita approached and pressed her
hands on Madiha’s cheeks, locking eyes with her. Madiha felt the slight burning
in her eyes cool off, completely, instantly. Parinita let her go, and nodded
toward the platform. “Just be more careful from now on, alright?”


Madiha nodded, and climbed again on the
platform. 


She looked through a pair of binoculars in
the dark at the approaching vehicle and waved her hand at her guards to tell
them off. “It’s one of ours! Everybody stand down!” She shouted quickly,
the little binoculars serving as justification for her knowledge,
despite having as poor a range and capability in the dark as the scopes on the
BKVs.


Without question, Corporal Kajari and
Sergeant Chadgura put down their BKVs, and waved down the machine gunners and
riflemen and women that had gathered around the platform. They stood down, and
Madiha ordered them back to their positions near the road.


Slowly the vehicle approached. 


Once it came close enough they could see it
was an Adze scout car with a circular aerial – the command type vehicle. It
drove toward the platform and parked just off the track with its side-door
facing the platofrm. From the vehicle a tall woman stepped out, with short,
curly hair slicked back, a gold-and-red uniform, and a striking dark
countenance. She approached the platform, climb it in one jump, and took Madiha
in her arms.


“Thank the Ancestors you’re safe,” said
Inspector General Chinedu Kimani. “Madiha.”


Being in those arms took her back to her
childhood. 


She remembered that feeling now – she could
be fond of it. She could feel nostalgic over it. Kimani’s arms, embracing her,
protecting her, picking her up when she was small, all of this she remembered.
She had been there so much for her in the past.


“Chinedu,” Madiha said simply. She smiled.
“I’m glad to see you. Are you alright?”


“I am fine.” Her voice sounded more emphatic
than before. She pulled herself away from Madiha, and saluted her respectfully.
“I will be evacuating via the sea with you, Major, so I had to leave the Kalu
behing. Things are going about as well as they could in that area.”


“I’ll make sure you can keep in contact.”
Madiha said. “Thank you, Chinedu.”


“Do not thank me; I would not have given the
enemy any pause without our comrades.”


“No, I mean,” Madiha made her eyes glow
again, “thank you for everything, Chinedu.”


Kimani smiled a little in response. 


This was an incredibly rare sight. For a
moment the two of them were framed in light as they came to a silent
understanding – the searchlights on the approaching trains shone on them, and
the noise drowned out any more of their words. Bristling with anti-tank guns
and anti-tair guns and pulling a heavy 203 mm artillery gun car in the back,
the first of the massive armored trains stopped just behind them, and opened
its doors.


“I think I have to supervise this, Inspector
General.” Madiha said. She smiled.


“I leave the situation in your capable hands,
Commander.” Kimani said. “If you require my advice or aid, I will be by
your side. I hope to be more available from now on.”


“I appreciate your expertise.” Madiha said.
She saluted her. Kimani saluted back.


Parinita stepped onto the platform, and
ushered forward the first group of evacuees. From the trains, KVW agents helped
accommodate the wounded and sick in the cars. Accommodations were not
luxurious, but slowly, under the stars and the light of electric torches many
of the survivors of the first battles of Bada Aso boarded the train, ready
to be ferried out of Hell and into the future, where, hopefully, they could
heal and grow.


Madiha saw the glow of life in all of them,
and she felt it strongly in herself. 


She did not regret the past. 


Her experiences had not broken her. Had
Chinedu not fought for her, had she not saved her life, there would not just be
one less staff member in this city. She thanked Chinedu for that; and she
thanked herself. They had all yet to settle comfortably into their roles;
but they had lived through injury, through terror, they had lived and
could keep living to do so.


These people had not been sacrifices; their
inability to fight now did not make them cowards or burdens. They were not
spent. They had potential, realized again and again.


She knew that now, too. None of it had been
about sacrifice. Not her; not them.










31st of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


Bada Aso – South District, 1st Vorkämpfer HQ


 


Von Sturm convened the Vorkämpfer staff for a
meeting early next morning. 


Fruehauf’s brown hair was a little messy that
day – she had hardly slept and had little time to groom herself in the morning.
Her little bob tended to get out of control when she was overworked. She had
stayed by the side of the radio all night, putting through Von Sturm’s calls
whenever he needed to run his ideas by one of his units in the field. 


He planned to stay up all night working; so
that the other girls could have some rest, she had personally volunteered to
act as his contact. He flung surprisingly little invective her way throughout,
so absorbed was he in his maps and tables of organization.


So as everyone gathered, Fruehauf yawned
loudly, and felt a little light in the head.


When he stepped through the door into the
dining area, Von Sturm beamed brightly, several documents and a map under his
arm, and he marched with sophomoric confidence. He was the most energetic
person in the room. Everyone else looked as if dragged along the ground.
At a fevered pace he constructed his presentation, putting up maps and photos.


“I decided to go with my instincts.” He said,
gesturing to everyone assembled.


Before the assembled staff he laid out a new
map, covered in scribbles of his own handwriting. Labeled “Operation Surge” it
seemed to Fruehauf as though Von Sturm had simply distributed most of his
current forces along every imaginable road in Bada Aso and then wrote arrows
pointing north, some of which collided at certain points, others veering around
to create numerous vague pockets of suspected force concentrations and enemy
strongholds. She was not a military planner, but she hardly saw any change
in plans.


“I want the overwhelming majority of our
forces to assemble at these starting points; I want that done before the 33rd,
when the first Surge attacks will begin. Until Surge begins, forward attacks
will be made to probe Ayvartan territory, clear mines, and spring their
ambushes prematurely. These feints will be followed by massive attacks along
the entire city. I am giving permission to deploy all of our technical
reserves – tanks, mobile artillery, assault guns, every available
infantry-carrier truck and half-track, several heavy guns, several planes. I
have already secured air forces authorization from the Oberkommando.”


He paused for a moment. There were no
questions – there were never really any.


“The Bundesmarine has also agreed to push a
Destroyer vessel and a pair of torpedo boats to help support a flanking attack
the central harbor by a small company of marine infantry and luftlotte
paratroopers. Our objective is to give the enemy no time or room to hide.
We will charge with lightning speed and root them from every one of their
holes!”


“Hatschu!”


Fruehauf sneezed. Her little pompom
earrings swung every which way. Von Sturm stared at her in consternation and
she felt like crawling into a hole, but he said nothing.


From the back of the room Von Drachen tried
to raise his injured arm, and then he flinched, and thought better of it. He
put down his injured arm slowly and gingerly, and then he raised his good arm
instead, and waved it around in the air for them.


“This sounds promising, but I think the
timetable looks unreasonable.” Von Drachen said. “We should attempt to fight
them house to house. Running upstreet has already proven costly to us. We
need to systematically clear each area rather than hurry through.”


Von Sturm smiled at him. “Your input is
appreciated, Von Drachen.”


Von Drachen furrowed his brow and seemed
confused by the reaction.


At any rate, Fruehauf knew the score. 


Once that map was pinned up on the wall,
Operation Surge was the new gospel of the 1st Vorkämpfer. She hated to do this,
but she would have to get the girls to cover anything important so she could
get some sleep. She would be needing the rest for the scramble required to keep
contact with so many units marching at once. Never before had she seen Von
Sturm pin so many chits on a map. Everyone would be busy.










20.  Bad Bishop


 










32nd of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


Solstice Dominance – City of Solstice,
People’s Peak


 


Proportional representation amendments had
bloated the National Civil Council to over 300 members. Many of them were
redundant, created as a successful political stunt to chip away the political power
of the more committed socialists in the north to the softer centrists and
the ambivalent uncommitted of the south. They were nominated and then voted for
by people from their community participating in a cargo cult democracy, and
thrust with responsibilities they were not trained to handle, and thus they
were pushed into cliques taking convenient stances for particular
factions. Adjar and Shaila had the majority of these
malleable placeholders, over less populated territories like Jomba.


This was a relatively recent atrocity of the
political process, but a damaging one.


The Council had taken many forms over the
years. Ever since the agreement that created the Socialist Dominances of
Solstice it had warped and changed. It was at the time of its inception an ill
defined body – a malformed continuation of the Ayvartan Empire’s administrative
districts within a democratic framework and with a socialist mission. It had to
work because the alternative was too ugly. Bread, shelter, clothing, for all;
Kremina once believed that any society oriented around these principles could
not be corrupt, no matter what. She thought she could see the end of the “class
struggle” that Daksha had waged.


It was this naivety that led to the slow
degradation of their power in the government. All of the veteran
revolutionaries were slowly burgled out of their voices and their votes.


In her case, she foolishly agreed to it. She
walked into it. She was the biggest fool.


It hurt because Daksha had relied on her. 


She had failed them both. But Daksha never
held her accountable for it. 


While criticizing others she always ignored
Kremina’s foolish role in that legal coup.


Kremina Qote swallowed down all of that
regret. She had to move forward now. They had a chance to recover. She would hate
herself if she didn’t at least try her best now.


Four days since the fall of Knyskna, four
since the Kalu battle, the Council convened.


Due to the size of the Council and the
varying political competence of its councilors, not everyone convened together –
for most of their business they various factions sent representatives to
speak for them. After preliminary negotiations the representatives returned to
their cliques, gathered up votes, and then met again with their counterparts
and delivered the numbers. Long form votes were rare, and so was the use of the
room at the very peak of the People’s Peak, an auditorium that could fit every
single councilor.


On the 32nd the room was full, save for a
single councilor from Adjar, Arthur Mansa.


“Why isn’t he here?” Daksha asked. Councilman
Yuba shook his head.


“He said he has personal business in Tambwe
that he had to oversee.” He said.


“It’s good for us that he’s gone, but it’s
still strange.” Kremina said.


“His aides will vote for him. It won’t make a
difference.” Yuba said. “Even his leadership cannot salvage this now. I wager
that is exactly why he has personal business now. He is weak and can’t afford
to lose face publically. He knows he will lose here.”


“I hate this!” Daksha said. “What kind of
socialists are we that we allowed this?”


“Socialists who tried hard to put democracy
ahead of tyranny.” Yuba said sternly.


“I feel it’s about time we put our survival
ahead of the ability to vote.” Daksha replied.


They were convened in the hall outside the
auditorium. 


Daksha was dressed gallantly that night.
Kremina had helped her into a new dress uniform, with a peaked cap, the KVW’s
red and gold and black jacket and pants, a pair of tall boots. She personally
helped tie her long dark hair into an orderly round bun, several white
tufts falling around her forehead. Her dark face had been oiled clean and
powdered smooth, her lips painted a subtle red. Kremina loved the few
little wrinkles around her mouth and eyes, still visible; she loved her lean,
tall, broad-shouldered frame, accented by the pants suit and jacket. She could
have kissed her; and she had, before they went out in public. The Warden had
never looked so dashing and immaculate.


She satisfied herself with adjusting the
Warden’s dress tie and holding her hand before they walked through the curtains
into the auditorium. Daksha went ahead to the podium.


Surrounded on all sides by the high seats,
occupied by men and women of all ages from all the Dominances, Warden Kansal
walked to the circular space in the center of the auditorium. In the
middle of it all was a lonely podium, upon which Daksha laid down her
papers. She raised a pair of spectacles to her eyes, and opened the folder
holding her charts and cheat sheets. There was no applause. Much of her audience
had come into office having never heard Kansal speak, and knew her only as the
head of the extremist KVW.


Normally the loudest voices in the Council
were the elected from Adjar and Shaila. Today they were quiet, shattered.
Shaila was lost, and barely a quarter of Adjar remained under the tenuous
control of the Socialist government. It too would soon be given up.


Adjar and Shaila had the largest
concentration of collaborationist-leaning councilors, owing to their large and
largely politically disengaged populations. But without the leadership of their
clique those councilors were confused. Mansa had abandoned them.


Yuba had been right. They were vulnerable
now. 


In the chaos of the invasion their petty
ambitions could not be countenanced even by the most politically illiterate,
and in the face of the violence that had been witnessed in Bada Aso and
Knyskna, diplomacy with Noht was seen as treason. Those among
them ambivalent about real socialist policy could not dare to speak a
counterposition.


Kremina stayed by the curtain, framed by
doorway leading into the room. She watched from afar. She had written almost
half of the speech, but now Daksha had to deliver it.


Fearlessly Daksha craned her head. There
was fire in her voice but a blank expression on her lips and eyes, devoid
of the anger and contempt Kremina knew she felt.


“Tonight you will be asked to consider a
typical slate of policies, much the same as you have pored over the past few
months. Production, development, awareness projects, outreach campaigns. Many
of these things sound insignificant, but you will consider them nonetheless. In
our socialist democracy, people’s democracy, even these simple things are
considered and carefully analyzed. There are a few decisions on the agenda
tonight.”


She paused for a moment, as if to create a
hole in the air, to then fill it with her sound.


“You will debate on the best course of
action to prevent insect-borne epidemics in Tambwe, that were particularly
virulent the past few years; you will debate on the presence of gender markers
in our state identification papers; you will debate on whether to modify
the amount and kinds of food in the citizen’s free canteen meals each
day.”


She looked around the room, her eyes scanning
from face to face in the crowd. 


“You have gathered data on these subjects.
You might have papers written to support a small reduction in the meals, such
as the removal of an extra piece of flatbread or the reduction of the dried
fruit rations, and explain how there is some benefit or another to this action.
There will be citizens speaking to you, providing evidence to help educate you.
There are a few witnesses waiting outside, hoping to be allowed into this
room to speak.”


It was hot in the room, under the spotlights
shining from the corners of the auditorium. But Daksha did not sweat. She
spoke, loud and strong, her words perfectly pronounced.


“Unlike them, I’m not here to support a
position. I do not believe my ideas are up for debate; there is
no contra against me other than inviting the death of our nation. To
demand I qualify myself with data, to demand that I substantiate myself with
strong rhetoric, to tie me to your discourse – is to do nothing short of
submitting our people to slavery and our land to Federation hegemony. In
Rhinea, far in the north, there is a democratically-elected parliament of
intelligent, educated men who strongly debated whether to withhold aggression
or to send their citizens here to kill our citizens. We cannot mimic their
procedure – to debate as to whether our citizens should defend themselves is a
sick task.”


Not a word was spoken against her. 


Not a word could be; the entire council was
subdued.


“I am here not to support any position, but
to outline a series of actions that must be taken effective immediately to
preserve the Socialist Dominances of Solstice. If you wish to become something
like The Southern Federated State of Solstice under the auspice of the Lehner
administration in Rhinea – then continue on your warped course. Should you
realize the urgency and pressure upon us, and resolve to survive to see a
tomorrow–”


Daksha picked up her speech papers and threw
them over her shoulder. They landed on the floor, the soft sound of the sliding
papers resonating across the dead silence of the room. From her abrupt pause,
she segued into the line items Kremina had prepared for her. She spoke clearly,
at a brisk pace, only pausing for a subtle breath between each item.


“Rescind the current civil administration of
the military and unify all military resources under a Supreme High Command
responsible for drafting strategic military actions, and responsible for
administration, logistics and intelligence. This command must be free
to wield all of the nation’s military resources without impediment to
answer the immediate threat to the people. It must be commanded by experienced
military officers.”


“Merge all current separate military
formations and organize them into Armies, Corps and Divisions under the Supreme
High Command in whatever way is found most efficient.”


“Redeploy all reservists and recruit more
troops, either through patriotic awareness or material incentive campaigns or
through conscription as a last resort; restock our current divisions, and
create new divisions, using new manpower; promote people with military
experience to rebuild our officer corps, reintroducing ranks above Major to the
armies.”


“Reduce Divisions from Square to more
efficient Triangle formations. We can use the disbanded 4th Regiments to
assemble new Divisions. To these more efficient formations,
reintroduce shelved heavy weapons, including heavy artillery. Organize
heavy weapons so that each infantry unit has organic heavy weaponry,
including machine guns, while also retaining specialized heavy weaponry units
designed to support explicit offensive actions.”


“Reintroduce high training standards and
promote professionalism in the armed forces. Instill in our armed forces a
respect for their people, a respect for their own role, and an understanding of
accountability to their people. In service to this task, invite civil
elements to participate alongside our military such as journalists and
union liaisons, to open dialog.”


“In service to this task, rebuild our war
industry and promote practical innovation of new weapons. Provide our unions
the tools to help our war effort and their own communities in the process.
Cease production of obsolete weapons and increase production of new
designs. Open a dialog with our unions to increase workplace efficiency,
safety, security, and bring them into the process of military development
at all levels.”


“Rethink the dualized system of distribution
– Honors distribution, and the items controlled under the Honors system, must
either be expanded or removed. War will surely disrupt it otherwise. Treating
it like an alternate currency has never quite worked. My personal
recommendation is a voucher incentive system for a wider range of purposes.”


After each bullet point, many councilors in
the room cringed and avoided her eyes. In short, the Warden could simply
had said “reverse your policy now and completely.” 


Never before had so many radical propositions
been made at once to the Council.


There was no conclusion. 


Daksha unceremoniously left the podium
without even a bit of applause. 


There was whispering around the room as she
stepped away, but mostly silence. Kremina sighed with relief. She had almost
expected her to act out at the end of the speech, but Daksha had managed to
quell her anger for a moment and keep an appearance of calm throughout. When
she passed the curtain, her hand was closed into a shaking fist.


“A room full of fools!” She said
emphatically. “All devolving into blank stares as if I were not speaking the
standard dialect to them! Children could have paid better attention!”


Kremina held her hands and tried to calm her.
Together they waited through the several speeches and witnesses of the night.
They sat in a bench, with their backs to the room wall, drinking water and
taking complimentary caramels from hospitality bowls. They paced the hallway,
up and down. Several hours passed. Then the council began their deliberations.


There was one topic they did not seem to
openly debate – the Nochtish invasion. They would hold a vote on it, Yuba
assured them as he ran back and forth from his seat and the hallway, checking
up on them between each speaker and each vote, reassuring them. There would be
a vote. They did not debate it because they were scattered, and because of
Daksha’s speech and presence. But there would a vote. And there was a vote,
held, collected, counted. Yuba returned one last time to deliver to them the
final results to Daksha.


He smiled awkwardly, crossing his arms
against his chest. “Inconclusive, I’m afraid.”


Daksha bolted up from the bench. “What the
hell do you mean, inconclusive?’


“Inconclusive. There were votes on several of
the positions you outlined and none of those line items received either enough
support to pass or enough opposition to be shelved.”


Kremina put a hand on Daksha’s shoulder,
passively trying to calm and hold her back.


“Yuba, you don’t seem too concerned. You
promised results. Please explain.” She said.


“What was important tonight is showing to all
those sleeping councilors that there is leadership outside of their factions,
and that leadership is stronger than their own.” Yuba said. “There will be
another vote. I will start building a coalition to chip away power from
Mansa’s, and I can use tonight’s indecision as a starting point. Warden, you
will notice, for example–” He withdrew a piece of paper, a voting results
report, hastily scribbled up. He pointed to it. “My factions voted in unison
for all of your policies. We were only stopped by the mishmash of indecisive
votes, all from Adjar, Shaila, Tambwe and Dbagbo.”


Daksha exhaled loudly. She crossed her arms,
turned her back, and paced around.


“Victory takes time!” Yuba said amicably.
“You do not encircle an enemy in one day. It is a series of actions; you
maneuver around them, isolate them, and you capture them.”


“Or you can just destroy them.” Daksha said,
her back still turned on the old man.


“Doubtless, you could, if you wanted to.”
Yuba said, shrugging with his hands. “But I believe destruction always carries
a human cost, both right away, and in the times that come after. Whereas if you
lay siege, you may capture prisoners with less yielded blood.”


There was silence in the hall. 


Behind them there was the sound of a gavel to
end the meeting.


“When is the next vote? I suppose I should be
present for it.” Daksha said. 


She sighed a little, as if to let off steam
from a burning engine. 


Kremina rubbed her shoulders
affectionately.










Nocht Federation – Republic of Rhinea, Citadel Nocht


President Achim Lehner kept a mirror on the
left-hand wall of his office because he thought whenever someone passed by it,
he could see through them in the reflection.


He waited at his desk for the day to be
officially over, so he could get started on a few of his off-the-clock hobbies.
He contemplated looking in the mirror, maybe straightening out his tie, combing
his hair again, making sure he looked as sharp as he could; but then he felt
foolish for entertaining the thought. Cecilia didn’t need him looking perfect.
That mirror had a power, though; he loved that mirror, in a strange, almost
religious way.


Throughout the day he met with a dozen
different people. 


A Helvetian diplomat met briefly to discuss
open sea lanes for neutral countries during the war – he saw one of
her cheeks in the mirror, contorted, crooked, as though the
scowl of a demon hidden in her everyday smile. Two automotive company
executives expressed interest putting their factories to work in the production
of trucks. On his mirror Lehner saw a twitch in one’s eye and the other
fidgeting behind his back with his fingers. 


General Braun appeared too. He looked ghoulish
every time.


Lehner did not use this mirror for himself.
He hated looking at himself in a mirror because he always focused too much on
the little things. One slightly off-white hair in his slick, well-combed locks;
what seemed like, perhaps, in the right light, a wrinkle in his boyishly
handsome profile and smile; a blemish somewhere on his high cheekbones or
aquiline nose. A weird bump in the perfect slant of his lean shoulders that he
compulsively patted down. He didn’t need that. Mirrors tried to grind you
into their own image. 


They were made only to show imperfection.


Good tools to keep where others could see
them; pernicious to peer into yourself.


Lately he spent a lot of time in the office. 


That would have to change soon, but right now
there was simply too much to leave up to chance. He needed to be on-hand to
make sure everyone was giving a hundred percent. That was the only problem with
his beloved egg-heads – they could take care of business, they certainly had
the smarts for it, but they often lacked initiative and bravura. So he stayed
in the Citadel, toured it every day, dropping in on the offices, issuing
encouragement, holding meetings, making charts, suggesting slogans, promoting
synergy.


Busy days, busy days all around; he made sure
everyone was doing something for him.


Hopefully he would have the time to take a
few field trips soon; meet up with folks, tour facilities, get more
contributions and donations going. Maybe take Cecilia out to
dinner. Unless Mary returned from Ayvarta first; Cecilia knew perfectly
that Mary took precedence. After Mary was gone again, though, he would treat
her, certainly.


A beeping sound; he picked up the phone. 


“I’m ready if you are, doll,” he told his
secretary.


“I’m afraid Agatha’s waiting on the line,
should I put her through?” She replied.


“I’m never too busy to talk to my wife,”
Lehner said, perhaps a little sharply.


Cecilia had no protests – the rules of their
game had been established ahead of time.


There was a click on the line and the dulcet
voice of Agatha Lehner filled the wires.


Lehner squeezed the receiver with muted
anticipation. Agatha was always soft, at first, but she was clearly not calling
to small talk. She never called just to tell him about her day or the weather.
Lehner quickly found himself on the defensive as she began to probe him.


“No, dear, I don’t think I’ll be back for
Givingsday, I’m sorry. I’d have loved to be there, you know I’d have loved to
be there, I wanna see you, doll. You know I want to see you and I would see you
and hell, I’d do more to you than just see you, if you follow me – but I can’t
sweetie. I’d love to but I’m just too busy, and these Generals are turning out
to be like children to me, I’ve got to keep wrangling them. Believe me, I’d
love to ruffle up that king-size with you. You gotta be patient, ok? I’ve got
too much on my plate.”


He listened to the response, sighing
internally. 


Agatha sounded upset on the phone.


“I thought you had a picture going? I thought
you were filming. Had I known you’d be out on Givingsday I might have planned
different, but I thought you had a film running?”


Agatha turned from upset to exasperated
– she sighed into the phone.


“Oh don’t be so dramatic; no, no, we won’t be
doing the military parade together remember I’m doing that one with Mary,
showing support for the Ayvartan Empire and all that. After the parade, ok?
We’ll have a date before the end of the Frost, I promise.”


Agatha acknowledged and hung up; President
Lehner dropped the phone on his desk.


“Had to marry the actress,” He said to
himself, “legitimately didn’t see this coming.”


His agenda for the day was mostly complete. 


He leaned back, stretched, yawned and
meditated. To hell with Agatha and her rotten attitude – it’s not like she
could spoil anything for him anyway. Everything but her was going great, and
he wouldn’t focus on one miss in a salvo of non-stop, bulls-eye hits.


President Lehner had few political worries. 


Thanks to a Congress that in his father’s
pocket twenty years prior and in his own pocket now, he was guaranteed an
8-year term in office, with nothing but a perfunctory mid-term review to
threaten him. He had already served two. At the ripe age of 34, Lehner had
ridden into office on exactly his youth, vibrancy, and seemingly precocious
attitude.


Achim Lehner, man of the future! That
had been one of his slogans. He positioned himself as a sharper, more flexible
man than his opponents. He talked science, he talked statistics; he talked
about the transformative power of knowledge, about the electric age reforms he could
bring to the government. He would make government smarter,
efficient – people liked that. People liked the numbers. Nobody told them
the numbers before.


Lehner positioned himself as a smart kid
innocent of vice who simply strode into the dance bar and reinvented the Lindenburgh right in front
of all the drunk gents. 


People liked that!


They liked it enough to give him a crushing
victory with 85% of the vote.


They liked it enough to give him a clear
mandate for his administration.


Whether he fulfilled that mandate was for
journalists and radio jockeys to argue over. It was not his concern. His
government was smarter, was more
efficient. He had reformed stagnant state enterprises by selling them off; he
had reformed “big money” by wrapping it around his finger, making it work for
him and not just for itself; he had improved security by ruthlessly crushing
overseas opposition in the wars he had inherited.


He had promised to stop those wars, and he
did. 


He never promised not to have his own.


So there he sat. 


All he had to worry was giving his all
too friendly secretary a good time.


Citadel Nocht was always gloomy, except
when it was outright dark. 


Lehner’s office extended artfully out of the
citadel structure, and through the dome roof he had a good look at the sky.
There was not much to look at now – it was pitch black. 


He could not even see the stars.


Outside, he heard the lobby clock strike. He
smiled, and waited a few moments.


Ahead of him the doors to the office opened. 


A woman entered, closing the door behind her,
and smiling with her back to it. She had her long, luxurious blonde hair done
up, with some volume on the sides framing her face and a green hairband.
On her nose perched a pair of block glasses, and her lips were painted a glossy
pink. She had a grey suit jacket and a grey knee-length skirt.


Lehner did not look at her reflection in the
mirror. 


He already knew the real Cecilia Foss.


“Madame Foss,” Lehner said,
in a sultry voice. 


She was his wonderful Frankish secretary.


“Bon nuit, President,” She said
mischievously. 


She approached the desk and leaned forward.


Their lips briefly met, before gracefully
parting. She sat across from him, legs up on the desk. He laughed. She
grinned. It was always a game between them, nothing more. 


She played him.


“Is Haus on a boat yet? I want that man on a
goddamn boat.” Lehner said.


Cecilia rolled her eyes a little. “You
always want to talk about men in boats lately.”


Lehner laughed. “Unfortunately I can’t fly
them down to that god-forsaken rock. Everything I need sent to Ayvarta goes
through Cissea and Mamlakha’s one good port; it is fucking dreadful. And with
the way Von Sturm has been going at this all backwards I fear we’re not going
to snatch Bada Aso’s port in any decent condition. So; Haus, boat?”


“Oui.” Cecilia replied,
crossing her arms. “Field Marshal Haus is on his way south.”


“Thank God. I should’ve sent him in first
instead of the fucking kindergarten I’ve got.”


Teasingly Lehner pulled off the
secretary’s high-heeled shoes and took her feet, kissing the toes over her
seamed black tights. She grinned and giggled, running her digits slowly
against his mouth. Their eyes locked as he kissed, squeezed and cracked her
toes.


“Sad to see little Sturm choking
up.” Cecilia said. She had an intoxicating Frank
accent that made her every word sound like a sultry temptation. Lehner could
listen to her all day. “Everyone thought him a genius. Our youngest general.
Too bad for him.”


Lehner raised his head from her feet, having
tasted them well. He had a wry expression.


“I’m so disappointed, to be honest.” He
squeezed Cecilia’s foot, massaging under the arch, digging in with his thumbs.
She flinched, biting her lip, enthralled. Lehner continued. “I can
understand Meist and Anschel being useless. Put together they don’t even
constitute one vertebra. But Von Sturm had that fire in him, you know? I guess
I misjudged him.”


“Hmm,” Cecilia made only a contented noise in
response.


“Haus will straighten all that out; he’ll do
it. When he gets there in a week or so.”


Unceremoniously he dropped her feet, climbed
on his desk and pulled Cecilia up to him by the collar and tie of her shirt,
seizing her lips into his own. She threw her arms around his shoulders and
pulled back on him, the two of them nearly dropping into a heap on the floor.
They hung in a balance, knees on the edge of support, bodies half in the air.


Breathless, clothes askew, lipstick smeared,
they pulled briefly back from each other.


“How many hours we got on the itinerary?”
Lehner said, grinning, breathing heavy.


“I accommodated myself well.” Cecilia
replied. She pulled him back in again.


 










33rd of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E.


Adjar Dominance – City of Bada Aso, Central
District, Quadrant “Home”


12th Day of the Battle of Bada Aso


Suds and water splashed across the wooden
floor and mixed with the dust seeping through a seam in the roof. Soaked
through, the old floorboards turned a sickly grayish green. At one point it had
been a fitting room in an old dress shop. All the lights shattered when a
small bomb hit the upper floor. There were still bits of bulb in the
corners.


On a chair that was turning a little green as
well, in the middle of this gloomy old room, a young woman rubbed a bar of soap
across her arms and legs and dunked them in a big metal bucket. Orange
candlelight danced over her bronzed back, her lean limbs, and the slim valley
of her torso. The air was still, but the wicks burned wildly, as if moved by
her ragged breath. She conducted herself almost religiously, rubbing in the soap
and soaking it off her skin. Her mirror was a long piece of broken glass, but
that was fine. 


She knew well how she looked.


She washed around her neck, the nape,
the apple, collarbones. She scrubbed fiercely. Days without care in the
warzone had allowed grime to form like a shackle around her neck, and over her
wrists, on her chest. It repulsed her. Seeing people coming in and out of the
damaged old shop, she had worked up the courage to ask an officer. Graciously
she was afforded a makeshift washroom. She had no intention of looking or
feeling like a prisoner. Not in this city, not in this country, not up in those
mountains and not in her own body.


Pulling on her hair she dismantled the long
braid that she had repeatedly tied it up into in the past few days. Once
it was loose, she applied oil, tracing it with her fingers until her
mane was slick and honeyed over, and then she leaned down and submerged
her head in the water. She closed her eyes and held her breath. She pulled out;
she rubbed her hands on the soap and pressed them against her cheeks, against
her sharp nose, against her soft lips. She thought she could taste it; up in
the mountains they used fat and plant ash in soap.


Had circumstances been different, perhaps she
would have still remained in the Kucha, making soap with the women of the
village. She dunked her head in the water again.


Outside she heard the distinct report of a
howitzer, and resolved to hurry on back out.


Corporal Gulab Kajari pulled her head out of
the wash bucket and wrung out her long hair over it. Water dribbled down her
brassiere and undershorts, tinged by streaks of bronze-colored oil and soap.
She had put a bit of a hair-care solution through her braid and head and
it was washing off. Another soldier had found the hair care bottle in a ruin,
and left it in here for others to use. Gulab left some for the next person
too. It was only right.


She had about four minutes to spare reserved
just for her, but she resolved to take care of business quickly. The last thing
she wanted was to be half-naked during an attack.


On a nearby chair there was a fresh combat
uniform. There was even a new brassiere with it, a small one. Over her flat
chest it fit well enough. Her shorts were a little loose, but they
fit. She dressed eagerly, a contented sigh escaping her lips as she felt
the crisp texture of her new, clean uniform, as smooth as her own clean skin
under it. It was a great relief.


She did not notice anymore that her uniforms
were not the muted green of the Territorial Army, but the black with red trim
of the KVW’s elite assault forces from the 3rd Motorized Division. She buttoned
up the jacket, straightened out the sleeves, and tied her hair in a braid
again. She tucked herself well into her shorts and pants and laced her boots.


Outside, she bowed respectfully to the older
woman in charge of the washroom, who smiled and waved off the need for any
thanks, and she went out into the street. As she set foot on the
pavement, across the road from her in a cleared-out ruin between two short
buildings, a pair of howitzers fired into the distance. She looked down the
road, toward the southern bend, and saw no enemies coming, but there was a
truck and a tank driving down from the north, and a dozen people bringing out
crates of ammunition and small arms.


“Under attack, southeast, southwest! Assault
forces needed! 3rd Line Corps form up!”


Within moments there were crowds of
green uniforms on both sides of the street, gathering weapons and ammunition
and dispersing behind sandbag emplacements and into various houses. Snipers
started getting into position, the tank hid around a corner, and the truck
unloaded a heavy howitzer that was pulled to a position a few houses farther
north.


Gulab looked around, but there was no KVW
around that she could ask for her specific orders. She stood in the middle of
the street staring idly, waiting as everyone got ready.


She felt awkward in her uniform and tags, all
suggesting that she was an officer, idling in the middle of a fight without
instructions. But everyone was too busy to berate her.


Then from around the corner of the dress
shop, she saw a black and red uniform approach and felt relief. Again Sergeant
Charvi Chadgura had come inadvertently to the rescue. Her somewhat curly pale
hair was slightly wet, and her dark-brown skin looked clean and healthy. She
too had a clean uniform – she had probably come fresh out of a different
improvised shower room. Her expression was clean of emotions too, as
usual.


“You look clean.” Sergeant Chadgura said
softly. Gulab quirked an eyebrow at her.


“Huh? I look clean? I guess I must. I just
took a bath.” Gulab said, arms crossed.


Sergeant Chadgura clapped her hands a few
times. “Sorry. It was a compliment.”


Gulab nodded. “Alright, sorry about that.
Let’s start over. Hujambo, Sgt. Chadgura.”


“Sijambo.” Chadgura replied. It
was the rather rare original counterpart to Hujambo; ‘how are you’ was normally
answered ‘I am fine’ but in Ayvarta, over time, the response had simply been
replaced by a second Hujambo. ’How are you,’
responded to with ‘How are you?’ so both parties could show their support and
care for one another.


“I’ll take it.” Gulab said, smiling warmly.
“We got orders yet? Everyone’s mobilizing.”


“There is an attack but we’re not yet meeting
it; we’re the mobile reserve. There’s a Half-Track hiding around the
corner here that we should group up on, just in case.”


Gulab nodded her head. She felt a surging in
her limbs, a need to move. There was an attack! She wanted to ride out to meet
it! Corporal Gulab Kajari of the elite 3rd KVW Motorized Division, would save
the day like old storybook cavalry. Who among the close-minded old yaks in the
Kucha could have foreseen the gallantry to which she had ascended?


“Is something wrong?” Chadgura asked. She had
her hands up as though about to clap.


“Nothing. Let’s ride that half-track.” Gulab
said sweetly, woken from her daydream.


Around the corner a Sharabha half-track
truck, armed with a heavy gun turret, rested under a tree in a grassy lot
nestled across the road from the dress shop. Grey metal plates had been
bolted over the thick nose and brow of the truck, around the windshield, and
also along the sides to raise the armor coverage of the cargo bed, as well as
to support the turret. There was a refreshing breeze blowing under the
shade of the tree as they approached. 


Gulab climbed onto the back using a metal
ramp. There was no tarp. All of the machine was armored. It was almost like a
wheeled tank. But the interior was still spacious enough for a squadron of
infantry. There were benches to sit on, and a ladder for the turret.


There were also several slits and sliding
windows from which to shoot. 


Inside, Gulab was surprised to find ten
Svechthans in the truck alongside the plump, boyish Pvt. Dabo and the
stern-looking Pvt. Jande. Gulab had not seen very many of their allies from the
far north. Among the small, pale, blue-haired Svechthans was a familiar
face, however – Sergeant Illynichna or “Nikka,” her hair tied in an ice-blue
ponytail. 


She was actually perhaps a few
centimeters smaller than the rest of
her kin aboard the half-track. Her new subordinates all had beige uniforms
with blue plants, and the tallest among them was perhaps 150 centimeters tall.
They had for the most part round faces, straight hair and slim builds, with
rather dour expressions on their lips and eyes.


“Zdrastvooyte,” Sgt. Nikka said.
“This time I brought along some comrades of mine.”


“All of your help is appreciated.” Chadgura
said. She bowed her head politely to the newcomers. Gulab knew off-hand that
the Svechthans from the Joint-Training corps had been spread around the city as
artillery officers and had helped coordinate the construction of the defensive
lines, but most of their offensive strength had been kept far in reserve in the
north district. They were probably itching for a fight! She would have been.


Gulab looked across the faces of the
Svechthan men and women. For the life of her, she could not tell their
expressions apart from those on the KVW soldiers. Nikka had a fairly emphatic
demeanor however, and she grinned and held up her fist over her head while
speaking. She looked like she had a fire in her belly, just like Gulab did.


“Anything to defend the Bread Mother, right,
comrades?” Nikka shouted.


Her troops nodded their heads calmly. A few
smiled while doing so. This little gesture was enough to separate them as
merely reserved folk, rather than altered like the KVW.


“Ah, we do give you guys a lot of food don’t
we?” Gulab said. “I guess that’s fitting.”


“Our languages are somewhat difficult to
translate to each other. So on both sides we accepted a few unique terms. So
your country’s name is the Bread Mother.” Nikka said.


“And what does Svechtha mean?” Gulab said.
She found it hard to pronounce.


“Nothing at all, in any tongue. It is a
completely invented word. Our continent did not have one word but many
different ones for the regions we inhabited; those were lost to colonization.
In the end, as a community we created a new word to describe us, one which had
no meanings to the oppressors. One that is, in fact, hard to pronounce in
Lubonin.”


“I see.” Gulab said. She did not understand
well, but she didn’t know their history.


“If you have difficulty with it, you can also
call us Narot – ‘people’.” Nikka
said.


“No; I will try to pronounce it better from
now on.” Gulab said, smiling awkwardly.


“But yes,” Sgt. Nikka turned her eyes back to
Sgt. Chadgura, “we had been waiting somewhat restlessly to take a few bites out
of Nocht. But I can understand you would be loath to send your allies to fight
like this. We have been manning a lot of artillery and doing a lot of
organizing. We have also been preparing for the Major’s next operations.”


“You have more experience in such matters
than the bulk of our troops, I’d wager.” Chadgura said. “But what the Narot truly specialize in
is the forward assault, isn’t it?”


“Indeed!” Sgt. Nikka said. “We have no fear
of rushing against the tall folk. Especially not the northern capitalist
bastards like Nocht. We are eager to show you Ayvartans how it’s done! Nobody
can turn away the bayonets and guns of a Svechthan battle charge!”


Gulab nodded her head with a big smile on her
face. She sat down on the bench. Chadgura looked at the bench opposite hers and
took a seat as well. Periodically they heard the sound of an artillery gun
being fired in the distance – the pounding noise of the 122mm howitzer
shooting, and sometimes the clink of a shell casing hitting the earth. 


Such sounds were just
natural background noise by now.


Inside the Half-Track they had a backpack
radio that had been left in a corner, and a few spare arms in a crate. Once
they were settled, Pvt. Jande handed Chadgura and Gulab a pair of Nandi automatic carbines and
15-round magazines. These were the same short automatic weapons they used in
Matumaini. Gulab noticed however that the Svechthans
carried submachine guns or bolt-action rifles in their hands. Nikka had
a Laska silenced
carbine. Private Jane and Dabo had old Bundu bolt-action rifles,
standard-issue.


Gulab supposed she got the automatic
because she was an officer and trusted with the rarer weapon, while everyone
else was equipped at random or for the sake of balance.


She unloaded her weapon, looked down the
sight, and pressed the trigger to test it.


“Careful with the automatic fire on it,”
Nikka warned, “it tends to jam every so often.”


“I’ll be careful.” Gulab said. “I don’t like
the auto-fire; the magazine is too small.”


“It can be handy in a pinch. Soften your
trigger pulls to control it.” Nikka said.


Across the floor of the half-track bed,
Sergeant Chadgura looked almost restless herself. She rubbed her hands together
and kicked her legs every so often. Her eyes were half-closed and made her look
drowsy. She scanned around but avoided moving her head.


To Gulab it looked as though there was
something stewing inside the Sergeant’s head.


“Corporal Kajari,” Chadgura finally said. She
clapped her hands softly while calling.


“Something wrong?” Gulab asked. She looked at
Chadgura, who then averted her eyes.


“I would like to discuss the conditions of my
defeat in our last chess game.” She said meekly. “I played better than the
first time, because you did not become aggravated.”


Or about as meekly as she could say it;
perhaps Gulab was imagining her tone entirely.


Gulab raised her hands to her chin and
recalled the board at the end. Ever since the battle at Penance they played at
least once a day when together. She had played sloppily to try to give Chadgura
a chance. Though she did not fall into a fool’s mate again like before,
Chadgura played weakly and cluttered the board very fast. Against an opponent
who wanted to take her out, it would have been a smorgasbord of bad trades in
their favor. So it was a game that was generally difficult to remember. It was
any game Gulab played against a beginner. There was, however, one detail that
came to mind most strongly.


“You pushed too fast and you had a bad bishop
at the end of the game. You blocked it from moving anywhere when you could have
pressured me if you used it right.” Gulab said.


Chadgura snuck a peek into Gulab’s eyes and
averted her gaze again. “I see.” She said.


“You lost your aggressive knights and rooks
very quickly, and put yourself in a bad position in the endgame where your only
aggressive pieces left were bishops.” She started to think almost faster
than she could speak – she pointed her finger strongly at Chadgura. She
recalled some of the things she had been told about her own game when she was
little. “You have to watch the board and think of what trades you are making. A
lot of beginners underrate the bishop and leave it stuck on the board while
parading the knights and rooks.”


“Yes, I can see what you mean.” Chadgura
replied. “Thank you.” She clapped her hands softly again. “I want to be an
opponent worthy of entertaining you someday.”


Gulab blinked hard. Her thoughts ground to a
halt from their previous breakneck speed.


“Yes, well, I think so,” Gulab awkardly said,
“I’m a great teacher after all.” She laughed. She crossed her arms, her face
frozen in a clumsy grin. “You’ll do great, kiddo.”


Chadgura nodded dutifully after every
repetitive affirmation out of Gulab’s mouth.


Gulab was certainly not ready for
someone else to become invested in Chess with her.


On the radio set a little needle in a gauge
started to move, giving everyone in the vehicle something to stare at other
than their awkward commanders. 


Sgt. Chadgura stood up, knelt down beside the
radio and put the headset against her ear. For a minute or two she took the
message and then set down the handset. 


Calmly she returned to the bench and sat
again.


She cleared her throat and addressed everyone
in her usual, inexpressive tone of voice.


“We have our orders: travel down to
Mulga and hunt down an artillery position that is covering for the advance in
the Central sector, then return to Home.” Chadgura said.


Everyone nodded, and began to load their
weapons and make themselves ready.


Chadgura stared at them for a moment. She
raised her fist. 


“Let us make haste, comrades!”


Her forced emphatic voice sounded tinny and
choked. 


Everyone stared at her momentarily.


For close to a minute their Half-Track idled
under the shade without any effort to move.


“Oh.” Chadgura said aloud suddenly. “I
forgot.”  


She stood stiffly off the bench.
Nonchalantly she stepped out of the half-track. Gulab heard her footsteps
going around the side, and the twisting of the driver’s side window lever.
Chadgura informed him of the orders and then started to trample back to
the truck’s rear.


When she returned, she clapped her hands
quickly and loudly in front of her face.


“There is a slit for talking with the driver,
you know.” Nikka said. She pointed at it.


Chadgura turned her head slowly and spotted
the opening in front of the benches.


“I see.” She said. Dejectedly she returned to
her seat and began to stare at her shoes.


Gulab leaned forward, reached out across the
bed and patted her on the shoulder.


Their bodies stirred as the Half-Track’s
engine churned.


“I think Kajari should go up on the heavy
gun.” Nikka said. “She can handle it, right?”


“It’s the same as shooting an anti-tank gun
right? I got some training in that.” Gulab said. This time it was not an
exaggeration or misconception – she had shot about a hundred dummy rounds on a
45mm gun for training. Every Shuja in the Kalu had to
take river-defense courses where they shot light artillery across the banks.
This could not have been that different! After all it was the same gun, only
modified for turret use.


“I have confidence in Kajari.” Sergeant
Chadgura said, rubbing her hands together.


Feeling energized, Gulab stood up on the
moving half-track and carefully made her way to the steps bolted to the back of
the driving compartment wall, climbing them into a squat, drum-like turret
structure with 45mm gun, like the one on a Goblin tank. She sat herself on a
canvas and strapped herself to the turret, and looked around the interior. 


There was a niche carrying the gun’s
high-explosive shells, each close to the size of her arm. There was a manual
handle to traverse the gun turret, and a wheel for gun elevation. There
was a scoped sight. It reminded her of the inside of the tank that she had
stolen in Buxa the other day. Sliding plates on either side gave her some
ability to look at the streets, but a periscope and gun sight hanging before
her were the gun’s key visual aids.


“Are you comfortable in your position,
Corporal Kajari?” Chadgura asked from below.


“I’m fine!” Gulab said. She picked up a 45mm
shell and turned around in her hands. Once they got going in earnest, she
looked out the gun’s telescopic sight at their surroundings as the half-truck
drove south at a brisk 60 km per hour on a slight downhill journey from “Home”
block and toward their objective. She scanned around the area.


“Keep your eyes peeled!” Nikka said. “There
could be hidden enemies!”


“I was informed that our way was mostly
clear.” Chadgura said.


Regardless the Half-Track advanced. Mulga was
a small, tight urban block to the southeast of Madiha’s House, quickly
accessible through the road network leading to the school. There was a
large, square U-shaped tenement building, five stories tall and surrounded by a
broad street and a grassy lawn, dotted with trees and shrubbery; this building
and its surroundings made up most of Mulga block. Much of the tenement had been
damaged, but even split down the middle by bombs it still dominated the skyline
of the Central District. She could see it over the rest of the
buildings as they drove downhill.


Gulab adjusted her sights and opened the gun
breech, to have it ready to fire.


“Hey, don’t play around in there!” Nikka
shouted. “Bozhe
moi! Shoot only if ordered!”


“Yes ma’am.” Gulab replied sourly. She closed
the breech and put the round back.


“Eyes ahead, Corporal.” Chadgura said. “We
may be coming up on our objective.”


They would have their answer to that soon
enough; Gulab had it in her sights already.


As their half-track rounded a bend in
the road toward the large tenement, Gulab saw some of the Territorial Army
soldiers rushing forward. They drew up their rifles and opened fire across the
green and plaza in front of the building. Passing the buildings she took in
the full view of an all-out firefight. On the margins of the tenement’s
grounds, squadrons of Territorial Army troops scrambled for cover in bushes and
behind trees, behind playground objects and benches and fire hydrants. Positions
across the street from the tenement opened machine gun fire on the building and
all across the green.


Opposite these maneuvers, Nochtish soldiers
ran out of the wide pass-through hallway through the front of the tenement
building, pausing to take shots on the landing before hurtling forward off the
steps and behind the low concrete walls of a square fountain basin just off the
facade. From blown-out windows and half-collapsed fire-escape walkways machine
gunners and riflemen took shots at advancing Ayvartan troops, the Norglers’
loud chopping noise dominating the atmosphere as its gunfire slashed across
their ranks.


The Half-Track stopped just around the
corner, taking partial cover near the dilapidated flank of a nearby civil
canteen building. A soldier from the Territorial Army ran past and boarded the
half-track. Gulab could hear him speaking with Chadgura about their plight in
the area. “...we thought the 3rd Line Corps could contain them in the east, but
there too many men slipping through our defenses. That’s how they ended up in
Mulga of all places. Our strength is deployed on the main streets, so I don’t
have much here–”


Chadgura interrupted the man. “Do not fear,
we will help you. Corporal,” she shouted up to the turret, “the Nochtish
attack may possess a greater scope than we feared. We will provide fire
support for the 4th Division’s counterattack in Mulga. Fire at your
discretion.”


“I’m ready if you all are.” Gulab replied.
She opened her little windows and pulled out the same shell she was playing
with, opened the breech, punched the shell into place and locked the breech.
This action made distinctive noises – everyone below could tell what she
was doing. When she was done, the gun was ready to fire at the pull of a chain.


The squadron dismounted, and at Nikka’s
insistence the Svechthan soldiers took the lead. The Half-Track cruised forward
out of cover and onto the street, and the Svechthans crept down the side of the
half-track, opening fire on the Nochtish soldiers visible across the green with
their submachine guns and rifles. As the Half-Track drove onto the street and
past the benches and bushes, machine gun rounds pelted the engine block
and the vehicle halted. The Svechthans ducked beside the half-track for cover
against the fire.


“Devushka!” She heard Nikka shout
outside. “There’s a Norgler,
second floor left!”


Gulab twisted the turret clumsily around
using the manual turret drive wheel. She heard gunshots from her side and
checked her window briefly – Nikka and her troops had taken a pair of men
apart for trying to approach and throw one of those ridiculous anti-tank
canvas-winged mines the Nochtish loved so much. They fell with the bombs in
hand.


Around her the Territorial Army troops held
in position. Fire flew from all sides. Rifle troops took snap shots out of
cover and threw themselves on the ground to buy time to aim. It was sheer
volume that killed here. Men and women ran through individual bullets, each
hitting the floor or a taking a chunk out of a piece of cover; but in the dozens,
lucky shots were sooner scored. Even as she traversed there were casualties.
She could not pay heed to every fallen comrade or enemy; her vision tunneled,
and she focused on her objectives.


Gulab raised the elevation of the gun.
On the second floor window she saw the Norgler shooter, his fire trailing
toward the Half-Track and then across the street to ruined shop, where a
woman with an LMG had been dueling with him. Gulab sighted him, waited for
the flash to confirm, and then pulled the firing mechanism. She felt the breech
slide, and a slight force feeding back across the turret. Her shell flew
through the window and exploded.


There were no more flashes through the thin
smoke left in the wake of the blast.


She had either gotten him or suppressed him.


The Half-Track started to move again,
asserting its armored bulk closer into the green, all bulletproof glass and
10mm steel. Around them the Territorial Army soldiers were emboldened by the
support. Two squadrons of twenty or so men and women moved forward from the
playground and from the bushes, advancing across the open terrain into the
firing line. They took aimed shots at the Nochtish defenses and felled a man.


There was an immediate casualty in reply – a
woman was hit in the stomach as she left the cover of a bench and exposed
herself. Fire from her comrades forced the attackers to duck again behind the
fountain as they pulled her back into cover, likely to die. Meanwhile the
Nochtish men huddled in front of the building facade and in the pass-through –
a long, tall hallway leading through the tenement building and out the
other end of the block.


Gulab scarcely noticed this. Her turret
was still turned skyward when she fired again.


She put a shell into a fire escape,
shattering the floor out from under a few grenadiers jumping out of a window.
Those that did not die from the pressure or the fragments fell from the
third floor to their deaths, land in the concrete with bonecrushing thuds. She
put another round into the window itself; a man with a Norgler had appeared
there just in time to see his allies fall. She did not see what happened to him
beneath the smoke.


She heard no more machine gun fire coming
from the Nochtish corner.


“Molodets!” Nikka shouted. “Put
few into that pass-through in front of the building!”


“Yes ma’am!” Gulab shouted out the sliding
window.


She reached out her arms and scooped
several rounds from her racks, dropping them on her lap. Taking a deep
breath, she punched the first shell in and fired; the spent casing crashed down
the stairs as it was discarded, and Gulab quickly loaded the next round. She
fired as fast as she could. Her first shot hit the corner of the building’s
aperture and exploded, sending fragments flying back on the men hiding behind
the fountain. Many were cut and wounded, she could see them shake and thrash
around in fear and pain. Then she put the second and third rounds right into
the hall. Landsers ran out under a spray of steel, ducking their heads and
hurtling headfirst into the green, diving away in desperation. There was not a
man without red slashes across his shoulders or back or along his arms or
cheeks. Her fourth and fifth rounds hit the same places, flushing out a dozen
men.


Nikka’s Strelky were more than
happy to welcome them. The Svechthans rushed fearlessly ahead, even as
intermittent Nochtish gunfire flew their way. Submachine gunners led the
attack, rapping their fingers on the triggers and unleashing careful
bursts of fire on the men as they escaped the hall. Many imperialists
were stricken dead in mid-dive, falling on their faces behind cover never
to get up. Nikka herself put a round through the head of a man in mid-run down
the stairs, and shifted her attention to the stomach of a second man within
seconds. With disciplined, agile bounds they pushed right into the enemy’s
line.


Gulab traversed the cannon again as fast as
she could. Her arm was starting to feel raw with the effort required to turn
the gun. Her next shell fell right on the laps of several men huddling behind
the stairway up into the tenement’s ground floor. Its concrete steps had
defended them from the Svechthans; the 45mm shell exploded behind it in a
grizzly column of smoke and steel that carried with it blood and flesh. There
was little left behind.


Ayvartan Shuja and Svechthan Strelky reached
the hallway and Gulab held her fire. Those with submachine guns led the way,
and Gulab saw vicious flashes of automatic gunfire through the windows along
the building’s facade. Sergeant Nikka ran up the steps and ducked around the
corner of the hallway, peering in to take careful, practiced shots with her
silenced rifle. Gulab saw a man’s head burst like a pale pustule through one of
the windows. She saw various darker heads take his place indoors as her allies
pushed up.


Patrolling soldiers moved on to the second
floor. Gulab waited anxiously. She saw Nikka through a gaping hole in the
building’s facade, walking carefully forward with her rifle up. She shouted
something and ducked – from behind her several shots traced the length of the
room. Nikka rose again and signaled an all-clear. 


Territorial Army soldiers moved in her place.


There was no more gunfire. 


A Svechthan soldier ran back to the
Half-Track from the building’s front, and climbed aboard. From the opposite
direction Gulab saw a platoon of Territorial Army soldiers running in from side
streets, running around the sides of the parked Half-Track and
stepping through the pass-through hallway, penetrating deeper into the
tenement structure.


Fifty Nochtish corpses and a few dozen
Avyartan ones were visible from her vantage.


Below her, Sergeant Chadgura appeared under
the turret hole so Gulab could see her.


“Corporal Kajari, it appears the building’s
been reclaimed for now.” Chadgura said. “Good job. Sergeant Nikka believes we
should leave this to the comrades of 4th Division.”


Gulab sighed with relief. For the moment, it
was over. They had won, and she thought she could feel each individual ligament
in her arms throbbing and twisting. Nobody could maintain a steady rate of
fire for very long, even on a light gun like the 45mm.


“Yes ma’am. I pray to the Ancestors they will
be able to hold the fort there.”


“Oh, I had thought that you prayed to the
Spirits.” Sergeant Chadgura asked curiously.


“Ah, my village has a strange syncretic
religion. The Ancestors were seen as more war-worthy; the Diyam’s light was for
healing and fertility; the Spirits took care of a lot of things. Over time,
different people have ended up seeking refuge in the Kucha, you know?”


Chadgura nodded quietly, a dull expression in
her eyes. Perhaps she did not understand.


Sergeant Nikka returned shortly. She slapped
her hand on the front armor of the half-track’s bed, as if to get Gulab’s
attention in the turret. Gulab looked down the turret hole.


“Well met, Gulachka! You cooked those
imperialist bastards medium well!”


“Do you mean dead?” Gulab asked, not quite
getting the joke entangled in those words.


Nikka simply grinned, and took her seat again
out of Gulab’s sight. Gulab did notice that her nickname had changed again
all of a sudden with Nikka’s newfound good humor.


“Ey, Sgt. Chadgura; one of your
good army men who was pushed up to Mulga from Katura just a block down,
thinks we might find that artillery there.” Sgt. Nikka said. “He says the
Nochtish pigs overtook him and he retreated because he only had a squadron.”


“We are only a squadron.” Sergeant Chadgura
said. “How many enemies did he see?”


“Two platoons. We can take them!” Nikka
replied. “Gulachka can do it!”


“I only have twenty rounds or so I think.”
Gulab shouted down at them from the turret.


“You think?” Sergeant Nikka shouted.


“I know! Jeez! I can count them for you!”
Gulab shouted back.


Chadgura clapped her hands loud. Everyone
else quieted.


“I’m not convinced that we can fight that
many.” She said.


“We won’t fight them all! We have a vehicle,
tovarisch. We perform a hit and run on the artillery. A taste of their
medicine. This is a scouting vehicle isn’t it? It has the speed.”


Sergeant Chadgura quieted for a moment.
Gulab could imagine her fidgeting.


“Very well. But I’ll quite
readily abort if we are overwhelmed.” Chadgura finally said.


The Half-Track got going again, and Gulab saw
more Territorial Army folks trickling in around the tenement, remnants of
squadrons that had once occupied all the periphery of the home sector and now
had to plug a breach. The KVW continued their hunt by taking a tight eastward
bend away from the tenement. At first they drove at a mere 30
km/h. Gulab’s eyes sought for contacts – during the first few minutes
of the drive at least.


She pulled on her shirt collar. It was
sweltering hot inside the turret, and very little breeze got through the
windows. She looked around at the tiny wisps of heat playing over the
demolished structures at their flanks, and at the clear, sunny skies. She almost
preferred the storm. Her uniform felt very stifling. Around her the walls were
turning hot. Even the eyepiece of her sight and the gun controls were growing
hot enough to bite at her.


Sighing she continued to peer out the
windows.


Something caught her attention then. 


She stuck her head out the turret and
shielded her eyes.


Black objects hurtling through the sky,
several of them. She had a good guess about their identity from their
trajectories. Low velocity shells from howitzers, lumbering across the
air at high angles before coming down on some unlucky soul and completing
their journey. There were dozens of them flying out toward “Home” sector. 


Maybe even to Madiha’s House.


“Ma’am, I think the enemy’s artillery is
definitely south of here.” Gulab shouted.


“We’ve got a map.” Chadgura said from below.
“There’s an open-air Msanii lot not far from here. We can try to
break through to it – it is the best spot for artillery in Katura.”


“Acknowledged!” Gulab said. She then heard
noises below. “Uh, what’s happening?”


She heard the ramp drop, and all kinds of
rattling behind her.


She turned around and opened the
turret’s rear sliding window in confusion.


Below her, the Svechthans peeked out of the
sliding windows on the metal armor bolted over the Sharabha’s sides, sticking
their submachine guns out of the apertures to shoot at the street while
standing on the benches. Meanwhile Chadgura, Dabo and Jande stood near the open
back of the half-track’s bed and watched the rear with their weapons up. The
Half-Track dragged the open ramp along, bumping and scratching on the pitch.


“Gulachka, face forward, we
have got company!” Nikka shouted, raising a fist.


Gulab spun around back to her sight. 


The Half-Track accelerated. On the winding
street ahead she saw grey-uniformed men with rifles bounding from between
buildings and through the rubble collecting on the sides of the street. The
Half-Track rushed past an enemy squadron and took a corner; an anti-tank
shell soared miraculously past their vehicle as it slid to a halt and
missed them.


At a hastily assembled checkpoint dead ahead
from the corner, a PAK 26 37mm anti-tank gun zeroed in. Three men hid behind
its gun shield and hastily loaded another round.


“Not a chance!” Gulab shouted, arms growing
sore as she loaded and shot.


Her turret lobbed the 45mm
high-explosive shell directly against the anti-tank gun. Smoke and fire and
fragments blew over the gun shield and the men fell back in pieces; those that
were not left skinless by the blast were left headless and limbless by the
flying shards of metal. Behind her Gulab heard rifles and submachine gun fire.
The Nochtish squadron they bypassed must have been running back. She started to
turn the turret around–


“Eyes forward Gulachka! We’ll handle the
streets! Focus on the road!” Nikka shouted.


The Half-Track broke off abruptly, tearing
down the road. 


Gulab turned the hard turret crank again and
returned the gun to the neutral position. Their driver rushed forward as fast
as the truck could handle, and instead of taking the next corner he squeezed
into a side street between a pair of buildings, smashed through a fence, and
broke out into the next block. When their wheels hit tar again they had
overtaken a Nochtish squadron – a dozen men with a machine gun, five others
setting down a pair of mortars, right in the middle of the street. They looked
over their shoulders in disbelief.


At Gulab’s command the turret gun bellowed, launching an
explosive round.


She barely saw the resulting carnage as the
high-explosive shell went off over them.


Wheels and tracks and metal screeched against
the pavement.


Bursts of gunfire struck the turret and the
armored bed, bouncing off with hard reports.


Shots flew everywhere from buildings and
alleys and from behind rubble as the Half-Track tore past scattered enemy
positions. Building speed the Half-Track took one last corner to the Katura
Msanii, sliding almost entirely off the road and into the street as the tracked
half of the vehicle struggled to complete the turn. Little speed was lost and
the vehicle hurtled forward and downhill. The Msanii was in sight – a
fenced-off area of green lot with a pair of trees and some benches, where
kiosks of hand-made goods could be bartered, traded or sold as was Ayvartan
tradition even before the era of the Empire.


There were no goods on sale today; everything
was flying off into the sky.


Six 10.5 CM LeFH howitzers in the middle
of the Msanii lobbed shells relentlessly over Katura and Mulga as if
trying to shoot down the sky. A half-dozen shells soared upward and arced
down onto Home sector; smoke drifted skyward from afar, thickening further with
each volley. Nochtish defenders spotted the Half-Track careening toward them,
but there was nowhere to take cover. Artillery crews ducked behind their guns
and tried desperately to turn them toward the road, while a dozen riflemen
stood stalwart in the way and shot desperately into the armored engine
block and bulletproof windshield.


Gulab pulled the firing pin and put a shell
several meters behind the defenders. 


She did not hit, the explosion caught nobody
and the fragments fell short – but the men threw themselves down on the ground
to avoid the shot and lost precious time. Biting her lip, Gulab tried adjusting
her gun once more, but the second round overflew the lot.


She could not keep up anymore with the
vehicle’s speed. 


The Sharabha hit the foot of the shallow hill
down onto the msanii’s lot and bolted toward off the road heedless of the
obstacles before it. Without slowing or maneuvering at all the vehicle tore
through the fence and crushed three men under its wheels and tracks.


It smashed into one of the howitzers; Gulab
heard a flare-up of decidedly one-sided gunfire as the vehicle’s engine cut
off. She heard boots on the dirt and Nochtish screams. She undid the buckles
holding her to the turret and slid down the ladder to view the result. 


Outside, the Strelky coolly approached and
held up the Nochtish artillery crews.


During the rush, Gulab had hardly been able
to pay attention to it, but now she saw the Half-Track had taken quite a
beating. Repeated bursts of machine gun fire had pitted and banged up the
engine compartment. There were tongues of black smoke playing about the
vehicle’s nose, not a good sign. Their driver sat dejectedly behind glass
cracked so badly that it was a wonder he could see where he was going at all.
There were holes in the side plates of the bed, full penetrations perhaps
delivered by heavy panzerbuchse rifles.


It was a wonder any of them survived the
assault at all.


“We cannot risk going back the way we came.”
Chadgura said aloud as if to herself. She addressed Gulab when she saw her
dismount. “We will go through the tunnels.”


There were almost 20 men on the site, quickly
collected into a crowd along the green.


“Brechen!” Nikka shouted at them.
She gestured toward the decrewed howitzers.


“Don’t shoot.” One man said, in incredibly
poor Ayvartan. “Don’t shoot ours; please.”


“Halt die klappe! Zerstören die haubitzen!” Nikka
shouted at them again.


There was abrupt movement at the back of the
group; someone tried to reach for a pistol to shoot Nikka. He shoved aside
another man and quickly received several more pistol bullets from the Svechthans
than he would have released, and fell onto a rapidly growing pool of his own
blood at the feet of his men. Judging by his lapel, he was their artillery
officer, fed up with his men’s capitulation. He lay on the grass, choking,
bleeding.


All the other captured men raised their hands
higher in response. 


Nikka approached them.


“Zerteilen!” She shouted at the
men, and once again, she pointed them to the howitzers. They seemed to
understand her, whatever it was she said. From their satchels the men produced
small explosives, and sealed them into the breeches of each gun. After a moment
they detonated inside the chambers and ruined them. Smoke and flame blew
from each barrel. Instead of a battery, the howitzers were now nothing more
than scrap.


Nikka shouted more Nochtish at them; while
the Strelky menaced the artillerymen with their submachine guns and pistols,
the captives emptied all of their pockets, dropped their belts and quickly
stripped their uniforms and pouches down to their skin. Under threat of
violence the naked men ran as fast as they could out of the msanii and down the
street – a token burst of inaccurate gunfire gave them sound to fear as they
fled.


“With a good vehicle we could have
taken a few of them prisoner.” Nikka lamented.


“I was expecting you would kill them
all.” Gulab said, shrugging her shoulders.


“We need to conserve ammunition.” Nikka said,
waving her hand dismissively.


“If you say so. However, we should go. Please
follow me.” Sergeant Chadgura said.


All the Nochtish troops they had rushed past
before could not have been far; the assault squadron detonated emergency
satchels under the half-track and in the turret, ruining the vehicle and its
arms so that the enemy could not capture it. They handed the driver a pistol,
and he followed them without a hint of mourning for his vehicle. Then they left
the scene, running across the Msanii, darting over the fence. Chadgura had a
map open as they ran.


“This house further south has a cellar
that should have a connection to the tunnels.” She shouted. “If it’s been
built over recently we can use a satchel to blow open a hole.”


They found the house, an old baked brick
building. Its door had been thrown open, but there was nobody inside. They
hurried in, guns pointing in every direction. A recessed stairway led into the
cellar. No sooner had they begun their descent, that they heard tracks and saw
the shadows of vehicles along the interior wall. They hurried down into the
dark.


Moments later several men stepped inside,
shouted “Klar!” and left once more.


Underground, Chadgura and Gulab traded their
guns for electric torches. Damp and humid and just a little too short for her
to comfortably stand in, Gulab hated every step of this tunnel. Her father had
said no son of his would be anything but a hunter; despite all the firefights
Gulab felt more like a beleaguered sewer crawler with every step she took, head
crouched, torch forward. For once she envied the Svechthan’s smaller height.


Everyone was silent at first, but the tunnels
were so featureless that they could practically feel the silence around them
like a toxic fume. Nikka was the first to grow restless and speak up. Gulab
thought she could hear the desperation in her first few words.


“Gulachka, I must say, I underestimated you.
You have a real killer instinct.” She said. “I dare say you are a natural
with weapons. You may have messed around with that tank, but you got it moving;
and you handled that turret skillfully. Maybe your place is a gunner and not a
driver ey? Ha ha! Do you have a secret technique you could teach us mortals?”


Gulab laughed. She took all of that as a joke
and thought that Nikka could not possibly be serious, but it also tickled her
ego and she quite easily played along with the flattery.


“I’ve been shooting all my life.” Gulab said.
“Slingshots, hunting rifles, etc; it was not anything natural, I trained hard!
I made myself into the person that I am today! Ouch!” She hit her head a loose
brick in the ceiling, sticking out just a little lower than the rest.


“Be careful.” Chadgura said in a low voice.
She rubbed Gulab’s head briefly.


“What brought you to the military? Part of
making yourself as you say?” Nikka asked.


“I suppose; it was my father trying to stomp
me into a perfect son.” Gulab said irritably. She gently took Chadgura’s
hand and put it back down from her head. “It is hard to get out of a dumpy
village in the middle of the mountains, until a military recruiter comes
around.”


“Familial troubles? I understand. I’m the
11th of 13 children.” Nikka said. “We tend to treat boys and girls the same too
in Svechtha. But my father was very old and not too strict. He worked in a
collective farm. But farm work in my homeland is dreary and often
fruitless, so I joined the military. Then I got sent here to melt in the hot sun,
ha ha.”


“I am an only child. I joined the army
foolishly.” Chadgura interjected. ”And I am frankly confused as to how
anyone can have thirteen children. It seems overambitious.”


“Mother was powerful. How were your parents,
Chadgura?” Nikka asked. “How would they feel about you crawling in these sewers
to escape a hundred armed pursuers?”


“They would tell me my hand clapping is
annoying them.” Chadgura replied. “They might also ask me if I intended to
marry any of those men someday and become decent.”


Gulab patted Chadgura in the back again. 


Everyone quieted for the rest of the journey.
The tunnel was cramped enough as it was without their awkwardness floating in
their limited air. Gulab thought that if anything this exchange just made Nikka
more restless. She resorted to counting bullets for a distraction.










 


West-Central Sector, Koba and 1st Block


After Matumaini Kern had waited and he had
sought prophecy in people’s faces, in radio messages, in the storm rains and
the cries of men driven to panic by traumatic wounds. When he heard about
Operation Surge he got his sign – the end of him was quite near.


Now in the middle of the rallying area he
waited anxiously for marching orders.


For two days the machinery of the
Oberkommando Suden’s elite 1st Vorkampfer shifted its great bulk
throughout the region, cramming as much of its firepower as could be made
available in Bada Aso into three starting attack points that would eventually
branch into a dozen advancing lanes as Operation Surge got underway. Every
truck and horse that could be found was enlisted to carry men and pull
weapons and supplies to the western, central and eastern rallying areas.
Each rallying area spanned a few blocks in its third of the city with easy
access to various streets and alleys leading north into the city’s depths.


A common “block” in Bada Aso was one to three
kilometers long, and as one neared the city center, the number, size and
purpose of the buildings along a block became less definitive. As one got
further inward, the city became older, and one saw far less of the carefully
planned outer blocks, with their large central tenements serviced by an outer
ring of canteens, co-op and state goods shops, post offices, administrative
buildings, workplaces such as factories and civil services such as hospitals
and ferry stations. 


Along the edge of Koba block, an
ancestral two-story house stood next to a drug dispensary for the state
healthcare authority, itself next to a cooperative cobbler’s workshop, next to
a spirit shrine in a grassy plot, and several houses. A gloomy
alleyway wide enough for a small car separated a pair of houses. Across
the street there were several houses, a civil canteen, and a playground for
children. It looked macabre in its abandoned state.


This was all perhaps half a kilometer worth
of roadside. But it went on in that exact way upstreet as far as the eye could
see. Buildings small and large without any symmetry.


Between the two streets was a road perhaps 10
meters across, if that. It was fairly tight.


To the landsers of the 6th Grenadier
division, Koba and 1st Block was “Koba Sector” and there were no blocks. On
their maps the Central-West was just a number of kilometers that they needed
to cut through. These buildings were potential strongholds. Whether
something was once a shop or a place or worship or a house made no difference.
It had walls and windows. It was just dangerous. Kern certainly didn’t think of
their purpose.


Was this what they called the Fog of War?
Would he slowly lose all recognition of his surroundings until there were only
shapes? Rectangles sprouting from the ground, nondescript? What would his
fellow soldiers become? What would the enemy?


A strong breeze blew through the streets, but
it did little to ease the hot, humid weather. He almost felt steam coming off
of his pale body, his short, straight golden hair. He shouldn’t be here, he
thought. He was the farthest thing apart from the people born to live in this
place. Oberon was temperate, and a gentle coolness always ran through it, even
in the summer. That was the proper place for scrawny, shiftless men, milking
cows, picking veggies, tilling fields. Kern ran his hands across his face
anxiously. He was a good looking boy. He could have found a nice girl and
gotten some of his father’s land. 


What a fool he had been to leave the farms!


When the breeze passed, he could hear again
the sounds of struggling engines and clanking tracks. With every vehicle that
came and went he knew that the hour drew nearer and nearer. Every gun and
mortar accumulated, every machine gun handed out.


Kern was stationed alongside a company
of a few hundred men. They were all huddled in a cluster of buildings closer to
the front than the rest of the regiment in the rallying area. They would be
going in first. Kern saw a dozens of groups of men idling around nearby.


Far behind him he had watched transports
come and go, moving the regiment forward. A truck or a horse wagon would
bring in a squadron of men and an artillery gun, maybe a few crates, and pull
up in front of a big church one street down that was selected as a
storage point for Koba. Men would unhitch the gun and pull it away, and the
soldiers would be pointed to their battalion or company. They would form
up and wait for commands. Some of them had been waiting for a day now
without any sign of combat.


Many idled between orders to crack open
rations or to lie for a few hours.There were men smoking, playing cards,
cleaning their rifles. He wondered what was going through their heads. Kern
couldn’t busy himself much. He was part of the Combat Command HQ Platoon
for the battalion. He stood in attention, with his back to a half-broken
electric post, hands in his pockets, counting the trucks. Captain
Aschekind leaned against a wall with his head bowed low, his thick arms crossed
over his chest, a portable radio on hand.


“Do you drink or smoke, Private 1st Class
Beckert?” Captain Aschekind asked.


Kern nearly jumped from being so suddenly
addressed. He had nearly forgotten he had received the meaningless appellation
“1st Class” four days ago. It was meant to bolster his morale, but it only made
him feel even more inadequate in the face of titans like Aschekind.


“No sir.” Kern said. He felt a tremble
in his lips that felt all too noticeable.


Aschekind did not comment on it, if he heard
it at all. “There is no shame in it.”


Kern wondered what he would have said instead
if he had replied in the affirmative.


“Yes sir. My father was a mean drunk and a
mean smoker. I don’t want to be either.”


Aschekind nodded his head solemnly. “Do you
fear for today, private?”


“No sir.” Kern replied without thinking. If
he was honest with himself, he was anxious.


“Alcohol or a cigar keeps you upright
and moving; but so can the force of your will.”


It’s not like Kern would know – he had never
tried either thing in his life. “Yes sir.”


“Choices that we make without even thinking.
You might drink to stay awake just like you run to stay alive. There are many
alternatives; but you don’t always live after.”


“Have you made a wrong choice, sir?” Kern
asked. He nearly interrupted the Captain.


Captain Aschekind raised his head and
stared at Kern with a strikingly neutral expression. All of his intensity
seemed gone – there was only an eerie hollowness left there.


“I have made several choices that took from
me more than they gave.” He said.


He adjusted his peaked hat and left the wall,
walking past Kern, raising his hand radio.


Captain Aschekind turned to face down the
street at the assembled men. A few turned or raised their heads to stare, but
most barely acknowledged him at all until he addressed them. “We’re moving!” He
bellowed. “Company, start walking. Keep your eyes open. Our combat patrol
did not return. We will reconnoiter in force. Stay alert and march! “


At first only a few men responded; they
shouldered their packs, affixed bayonets and started marching north in a
loose formation. They were leaves falling from a tree. Few at first glance
– but slowly the wind of war peeled more and more of them, taking
them from their cards, their food, their cigars, their game boards, their
jovial conversation. Recognition dawned upon them one by one, and the entire
company marched off to war.


Aschekind did not drive them forward. 


He only stood and he stared as they passed
him. When he started walking, so did Kern, joining the rest of the headquarters
platoon in the rear. There was no turning back.


On a marching stride, a kilometer went by in
forty minutes or so. 


Certainly trained athletes could clear a
kilometer very quickly. 


An athlete did not have to walk over rubble,
did not have to check every window and door an alley around them for contacts,
stop and start whenever they thought they saw a person dressed differently than
them. They did not have to account for the slowest among their number, walking
at a pace and formation that protected their precious machine gunners and
AT snipers. They did not travel with twenty-five kilograms of equipment.


As part of the Headquarters platoon, Kern
carried a backpack radio that added ten kilograms to his combat load. He could
never clear a kilometer at a competitive speed.


For thirty minutes there was nothing worth
breaking up the march. Then from the front of the march, one of the forward
squadrons called for a halt of the column. Their platoon then sent these men to
the rear to speak to the command platoon. Through their binoculars they had
seen movement ahead of them on the road. Aschekind sent them out front again.


Within moments the column broke up – two
platoons formed up side-by-side, fifty to seventy-five men on the left and right
streets along the road. Squadrons of eight to ten men advanced north, each
separated from another by a few meters for protection. A hundred meters
from the leading elements the third platoon followed, and then the
headquarters, ten meters behind them. Everyone was in formation, and ready to
meet any engagement.


Kern felt out of place in this movement of
men. He felt sluggish and unprepared.


“Run forward, stay behind the front line.
Keep in contact.” Aschekind said. Around him, a pair of light mortars were
being positioned on the road by the rest of the HQ platoon.


Kern thought he was talking to the air at
first, but he reflexively saluted, while his mind tasted the words like
poisoned caramel in an unwary tongue. Once he understood what the Captain meant,
and to whom it was addressed, Kern dropped the extra mortar ammo he had been
carrying for the HQ platoon, and ran past the rear platoon, a terrible
sensation in his stomach. He took to the right side of the street with the
assault forces.


Ahead of him the men broke into a run.
He heard the first cracks of enemy gunfire.


Several hundred meters ahead were two houses
built across the street from each other, with third stories that caused them to
dominate the low-lying urban landscape of the lower Koba sector. From those
windows came the first shots. 


Streaks of machine gun fire and bolt-action
rifle fire flew over and around the platoons as they charged. Each house
attacked the street diagonal to it, and the enfilade fire took its first
casualties almost immediately. Kern saw a few stragglers at the back of the
columns hit by fire that had soared over the advance troops. Lines of gunfire
slashed over the street.


From his vantage he could not see the enemy,
just their handiwork.


But there was no panic, except in Kern’s
rushing, flailing mind. 


Meticulously the men of the two forward
platoons moved to disperse into and around several houses even as the
bullets fell around them in vicious bursts and streaks. Kern swallowed hard and
ran in with the closest group into an alleyway about a hundred meters from the
houses. The Ayvartans did not let up for a second – enemy fire bit into
the corner of their building and fell relentlessly across the street just
outside their alley.


“Call it in!” A man shouted at Kern over the
continuous gunfire from the houses.


Call it in? Words came and went through his
ears, barely registering at first.


Realization; he was talking about the
mortars. 


Kern picked up the radio handset, but then he
froze. 


As the observer and point of contact he was
supposed to feed a set of map and landmark coordinates back to the company’s
mortar team, but he forgot entirely what he was supposed to say. All of the
numbers he had practiced before escaped his mind. Lips quivering, he stared
helplessly at the nearby squad leader, denoted as such by the pins on his
uniform. Shaking his head the squad leader, a tall, lightly bearded older man,
physically turned him around and picked up the radio handset from his backpack
to speak.


“This is Schloss, calling in a fire mission.
Yes chief he’s right here. I don’t know.” Schloss paused and quickly recited a
string of numbers and letters. He put back the handset.


Within moments they heard a series of blasts
in quick succession farther up the street.


“Listen kid,” Schloss turned him around again
and held him by his shoulders, staring straight into his eyes. “I’m not mad at
you yet, but it’s getting close. If running’s all you’re good for then run
close to me so I can use that radio when I need it. Ok?”


Kern almost felt like weeping. He nodded
affirmatively. 


He pulled the shoulder strap of his rifle
over his head and readied the weapon in his hands. Seconds later they heard
another round of blasts. At once the bullets stopped falling on the street
outside their alley, and the squadron broke into a run, dashing out into the
street. Ahead of them mortar fire crashed over the two tall houses, pounding on
the roof. 


A cloud of smoke and dust descended over the
high windows.


As they ran, figures in the shadows of the
ground floor doors and windows launched sporadic bursts of rifle fire
their way, hitting the street and flying past their helmets with a whining
sound. Kern struggled against his instinct to duck somewhere – there was not a
lot of fire with the machine guns suppressed, and yet he was terrified of any
individual bullet that he saw. He recalled the volume of fire in Matumaini, and
this was nothing like it, but it only took one bullet. Just one bullet would
kill him.


He could run fifty meters in ten seconds;
bullets traveled that in less than a second.


Schloss’ squadron bolted ahead, and with
titanic effort Kern bolted with them. 


They closed to within a dozen meters of
the enemy before their mortar fire lapsed, and the machine gun fire from
the upper floors resumed. Schloss pointed everyone to the ruins of a nearby
building. One remaining north-facing wall and corner provided enough protection
from the second and third story gunners in the strongholds ahead.


 Inside
the ruin there was only a mound of rubble. Men started climbing it. 


Standing at its peak they could peer over the
remains of the wall.


Across the road Kern saw men carrying a Norgler machine
gun and settling atop the remains of a collapsed wall. No sooner had the
shooter braced the gun that a bullet speared him through the neck. He fell over
the rubble and into the street, thrashing to his death.


“Five men up there, three men on what
remains of the door!” Schloss shouted. He climbed up the mound, and beckoned
Kern to go up as well. Kern peeled himself away from the doorway and the
corpse; he climbed over the rocks, some of which still had rusty metal bars
going through them. They crouched along the corner, where the rubble
formed a platform. One man put his helmet on his rifle and raised it over the
wall. Nothing.


“They’re not looking this way. We’re not a
machine gun squad.” said the grenadier.


“On my mark everyone rise, shoot into the
window, and hide again.” Schloss said.


“Which window?” Kern asked. He had not gotten
a good enough look at the houses.


“Corner window, closest to the street, facing
us. Second floor.” Schloss shouted. Ayvartan machine gun fire grew vicious
again and he had to raise his voice to be heard.


Kern nodded. He gripped his rifle
and steadied his feet, waiting for the signal.


Schloss nodded his head, and the fireteam
rose over the wall. Kern saw the window, and he thought he saw a shadow in the
faint smoke and scarcely thinking he opened fire.


All at once the high windows on both houses
exploded. 


Smoke and dust and a brief burst of fire
flashed from inside the windows, and the walls crumbled, launching debris onto
the streets and belching fumes into the surroundings.


Kern stared at his rifle in disbelief as the
house was wiped from the world before him.


Plumes of smoke and dust rose from the
structure. 


Kern heard a noise as something flew in
overhead. 


Explosive shells; hurtling in from farther
south they battered the buildings into chunks. Guns and mortars
pounded the roof and walls until they sank, crushing the Ayvartans in the rockfall;
ceilings and floors collapsed and walls folded out onto the
street. Debris flew into nearby buildings and the grenadiers closest to
the building hunkered in cover.


“Too close! Too close!” the men shouted at
nobody who could hear as the debris fell.


Men abandoned their forward positions and ran
back down the street to escape the concrete shrapnel, but the violence had
already peaked. Rubble settled on the street and the guns and mortars concluded
their fire missions. There was only dust, billowing in clouds.


Schloss stood over the wall and peered out at
the carnage. He waved his men down, and the soldiers on the mound slid
off the rubble and regrouped, vacating the ruin together.


On the street, the wind blew away the murky
air. Kern heard the chugging of engines in the distance and the whining of
tracks; he looked over his shoulder through parting clouds. At the rear of
the company, third platoon left the road and stood on the street,
sidelined by a platoon of M3 Hunter assault guns advancing to the urban
front. 


Each of these vehicles was a self-propelled
seventy-five centimeter howitzer, and the ruins ahead proved the strength of
their massed fire. Because of the tight road, they moved forward in a box
formation, two rows of two tanks followed by the command vehicle alone in the
rear. Even this arrangement occupied most of the road. Company foot soldiers
stuck close to the buildings, giving the machines space as they moved through
the block.


Once the machines had gotten clear of the
men, third platoon moved up to where the fighting had taken place, and
Aschekind reappeared. Beige clouds blew in from the ruins ahead, travelling on
the strong afternoon breeze. Aschekind did not even blink as he walked.


“We will be following the tanks.” Aschekind
said aloud. “I want third platoon directly behind them, and second platoon
following within fifty meters. First platoon, take the rear.”


After listening to the Captain’s orders Kern
realized how quiet everything had become.


Kern could have sworn that hundreds of landsers must
have died from the fire and carnage, but with the benefit of silence, he found
that only a dozen men had died, and several of the wounded had survived. Many
men were only bruised. He looked at his surroundings as though the block had
been taken from him and replaced somehow.


Idle thoughts dropped heavily onto his
consciousness from someplace unknown, and all at once he felt the fatigue that
his anxiety and adrenaline had suppressed. 


He shivered without cold.


All of the shooting and killing and he
had not even gotten a good look at the Ayvartans.


Fighting at these ranges that made him
question if he was engaging human beings at all. They barely needed to see
him in order to kill him; he barely saw them before they died.


“Move ahead with these men,” Aschekind
instructed Kern, “stay behind the tanks.”


The Captain’s hand fell heavily on his
shoulder. 


Kern felt almost as if being shoved forward.


“Yes sir.” Kern replied. 


He saluted, and beside him, Schloss saluted
as well, acknowledging.


Joining the rest of the mostly-intact second
platoon, Kern advanced behind the assault guns. They moved between the
rubble of the stronghold houses and continued up Koba Street. Most of the
buildings were low-lying, and every taller building seemed like the ominous pillars of
a great gate in the distance. The M3 Hunters raised their guns whenever they
neared a building that possessed a second story, ready to flatten it.


They crossed the shadows of several buildings
without incident. 


Whenever Kern walked past however he felt a
sinking sensation in his stomach. He had heard the Ayvartans had tunnels, and
that they would often reappear suddenly in buildings thought cleared. There was
a reason their recon squadron had never returned to report to them. Would they
find those six men dead somewhere ahead, their sacrifice forewarning the
Company of danger? Would they be discarded, faceless on the street?


Or did they just disappear into the haphazard
blocks of buildings, never to be found?


Another kilometer behind them, no contacts.
Everyone peered ahead expectantly. Atop the tank there was a man with
binoculars, one of the vehicle commanders. He played with the lenses,
magnifying. Every so often he waved his hand, and everyone continued to march.


They had a sight-line about 800 meters
forward. Koba, like a lot of Bado Aso’s streets and blocks, was tight, flat,
and fairly straight. In Bada Aso the chief limitations faced by soldiers with
otherwise good eyesight were rubble and ruins obstructing the way, and the
haze of dust, heat and humidity, and of course, the curvature of the
horizon itself. Even with binoculars it was difficult to acquire a reliable
picture any further ahead of the column than 800 meters to a kilometer, no
matter how straight the road was. And some roads were not so straight – on the
Western side, Bada Aso softly curved, following the shape of the coast. Koba
and other western streets curved as well and limited their sight.


Everyone marched briskly, some with their
guns out, many with their guns shouldered.


Then the tank commander raised his fist
instead and the column stopped in its tracks.


Men ran back and forth from him, and several
then crept around the front of the tanks.


Word traveled through the column – another
Ayvartan position, a few hundred away.


Kern and Schloss took cover around a street
corner and peered ahead around the tanks.


Two M3s trundled ahead, paused, and
then put shells downrange. Columns of dust and uprooted gravel rose across
the Ayvartan line. A shell hit a sandbag wall dead center. Kern saw figures
disperse from behind the bags in a panic. Grenadiers from the third platoon,
gathered around the assault guns, saw the opportunity and charged the enemy
line.


Rifles and machine guns cracked and flashed
from the ground floor windows of a store and a co-op restaurant a few dozen
meters behind the sandbag emplacement. Kern counted the flashing muzzles and
thought there had to be at least a dozen Ayvartans in each building.


It was the same as before; two buildings
across from each other, barring the way.


Bullets filled the air, red tracer lines
lending them the appearance of burning arrows, flying past and crashing around
the men as they approached. Landsers cut the distance by taking cover
until the gunfire shifted its weight to a different position and then bounding
toward a new piece of cover. Working in this fashion they managed to confound
the poor fire discipline of their enemies and make rapid gains even in the face
of the gunfire.


Assault guns carefully shifted their bulk,
repositioned their guns and resumed firing on the Ayvartan line, kicking up
debris in front of the windows and doors and striking the walls and corners.
High-explosive blasts collapsed walls and smashed the streets.


Even as their cover turned to ruins the
Ayvartans continued to fire with zeal.


Third platoon kept mobile, and soon occupied
several positions close to the two structures, including a squadron of men
huddling right behind the Ayvartan sandbags.


These were the eight closest men to the
enemy, and with the best view. Armed with bolt-action rifles they took turns
firing over the smashed remains of the sandbags and ducking for safety.
Hits on the thick concrete walls issued thin and fleeting wisps of dust and
chipped cement; most of the exchange on both sides hit cover, tracing sharp
lines across the distance between the sandbags and cooperative restaurant or to
the shop.


Farther down the street groups of stray
landsers, their squadrons sometimes split across the street or in adjacent
alleyways and buildings, took cover in doorways and windows and behind
staircases. When the gunfire swept past them they hid, and a few then moved;
but most remained in place behind cover and plinked at the crumbling windows
and doors.


Shells pounded the side of the restaurant and
the store. Kern marveled at the sustained rate of fire on their assault guns,
but the frames of the houses stood even as their walls started to fall. Though
7.5 cm shells blasted holes into the walls that pooled rubble onto the street,
the buildings did not complete crumble and the Ayvartans continued to shoot. No
shell had yet managed to soar through the small windows and into the interiors.


A third M3 peeled from the assault gun
platoon and crammed beside the first two, opening on the strongholds with its
own gun. Though it added some volume to the artillery volley, it was
ill-positioned and could only hit the store from its vantage, and not the
restaurant. Both the other M3s subtly shifted on their tracks, trying their
damnedest to put a shell into a window but in so doing mostly pitted the street
and the road ahead.


“We can’t just stand here, lets go,” Schloss
declared. 


He started leading his men off the street and
deeper west into the alleys. Kern watched them go and wondered whether to
follow. West of Koba block was a long, five meters tall wall that separated the
block from the coast. Skirting around the houses adjacent Koba Street, Schloss
could probably flank the enemy ahead from behind or the side.


A muffled roar sounded far too close for
comfort interrupted Kern’s thoughts; livid red flashes off the corner of
his eye startled him. Smoke started to blow in across the street from a sudden
blast. Was that one of theirs? Kern pulled up his binoculars. 


He peered along the road.


In the middle of the street a shell crashed
and consumed the squadron at the sandbags in a fireball. A pillar of thick
black smoke rose from a 3-meter wide crater smashed into the place. Gunfire
halted on both sides, a second of silence followed by dozens more shells.


Kern ducked back behind the corner. 


Shells crashed all along the column,
punching through roofs and smashing grenadiers hiding in buildings,
bursting into showers of fragments outside of alleyways and spraying unlucky
landsers with piercing shards of metal. Men caught in the middle of the
street when the heat fell threw themselves face down as the road pitch was
thrown up into the air around them, and fire and smoke rose up around
them like geysers, consuming unaware men.


In the face of this fire the three assault
guns broke from their attack. Ceasing all fire they clumsily reversed from
their cramped positions, inhibited by the space. They turned a few centimeters
this way and that trying to stay off one another and off the walls of nearby
buildings while inching back out of the combat area. Metal clanked as they
hit each other.


Sluggishness proved fatal; a pair of
projectiles overtook the vehicles at a sharp angle.


Fire and fragments chewed brutally
through the assault guns. One tank burst almost as if from the inside out, its
hull left in the middle of the road like a shredded can. Chunks of track and
ripped pieces of armor flew every which way, and the short barrel of a 7.5 cm
gun was launched through the air by the blasts and smashed through a nearby
wall. Explosive pressure so heavily and directly on the armor left behind
wrecked, charred hulls in the middle of the street, hollowed out wherever the
blast waves hit them.


Kern’s ears rang even as the blasts subsided.



He pressed himself against the corner of the
same building and dared not move. Breathing heavily, he produced the radio
handset from his pack, and he called out to Captain Aschekind. “The Ayvartans
have deployed heavy artillery support!”


“I heard. First Platoon is
rejoining. Second company is en route.” Aschekind replied.


In response Kern raised his binoculars and
looked south, the way the column came. Through the thin dust he saw the first
platoon rushing back up; father behind them he saw a brand new unbroken column
moving in. Two hundred more men moving in to fight.


Behind him an isolated shell
descended into the middle of the street. He saw only the flash in the
corner of his vision, and he heard the booming explosive and falling debris.


Something compelled him, and the distress in
his voice surprised even him. “Sir, you have to tell them to hold off, there’s
a chokepoint up ahead, we can’t keep trying to—“


“Air support will take care of that. Focus on
advancing.” Aschekind replied. “We have to advance. That is Operation Surge,
Private. Join Second Company and advance.”


Kern heard the shuttering sound of the
Captain’s radio disconnecting from his own.


He replaced the headset in its spot on the
backpack. With his back still to the wall and his eyes to the south, Kern
hyperventilated as he waited for the second company to move in, all the while
the Ayvartan artillery fire resumed behind him, shells falling by the dozens.










Central Sector, Ox FOB “Madiha’s House”


Panic on the radio. “Ma’am, there’s too many
of them out here, they’re coming in from the side-streets, from the main
streets, I think they’ve broken through Katura and Koba. Whole platoons, dozens
of them! Tanks and artillery moving in. We can’t hold any longer!”


“Retreat slowly back to the Home line with
3rd Corps, but no further than that.”


“Yes ma’am.” He hung up, energized by the
idea of a limited retreat. Major Madiha Nakar sighed and put down the radio.
She watched the battle unfolding down the road through a telescope from
her office. The enemy had indeed broken through to Home.


A kilometer away down the main street, an
enemy column had colonized the street corners leading in from Matumaini. She
supposed they had filtered through the east and west and moved into Home from
those directions to avoid the collapses in the center.


Moving in bounds – stopping in one spot,
covering a team until they overtook you, then moving when that team in
turn stopped in one spot – the Nochtish men made rapid gains along the end of
the street, surging forward almost 300 meters closer to the FOB. There was a
platoon of men along each side of the street, a hundred souls; behind them
there were two more platoons starting to move. A company at time, coming for
her head.


Her defensive line in the center was not a
meticulous defense in depth. There was one line of sandbags with three machine
guns and three anti-tank guns. Two Hobgoblins waited around the street corners
near the school building everyone affectionately called “Madiha’s House.” There
was a battalion of soldiers, each company stationed in tall buildings along the
end of the street. And there was a hell of a lot of a gunfire flying down
at the enemy.


All along the front of the school building,
muzzle flashes went off like orange sparklers, guns firing continuously,
changing crews every couple minutes to sustain the rate of fire. Machine gun
fire streaked from the defensive line and the nearby buildings. Rifles cracked
slow and steady in their rhythm. It was a wall of metal, unending volleys
roaring down the street. Meanwhile, mortars and 122mm guns manned by the Svechthans
cast shots over the school building and smashed the end of the main street
a dozen shells at a time.


Smoking pillars rose skyward by the dozen
every minute as heavy projectiles impacted the ground, accompanied by a
noise like a giant taking a deep breath. Machine gun and rifle bullets
fell upon the road in consistent bursts, issuing a continuous cracking noise.


Gunfire was ultimately quite fickle. 


An advancing man could survive a mortar shell
hitting near him; maybe the angle was off and the fragments flew upward and
missed him. Maybe he was hit but not badly enough to stop him. Maybe it just
wasn’t his time. Human beings could charge through gunfire, they could be
missed by millimeters or centimeters or whole meters by bullets traveling at
unfathomable speeds and fired by skilled shooters; gunfire was deceptively
impenetrable. Those orange streaks were small and fast and inaccurate.
Trajectories varied with elements. An urban environment had thousands of
surfaces for a bullet to lodge into.


From her vantage Madiha saw men running as
though through fire, walking as though on coals. Bullets lodged into the ground
around them, ricocheted off objects near them, seemingly flew by their faces, a
curtain of fire tracing the air across the main street for every orange muzzle
flash. As if suddenly embraced by spirits men would fall before the fire, over
the coals; they would spread their arms and fall aback or fold over on their
bellies. They would lose their footing as though they had only slipped on a
paper, or fall on their knees as though praying. Then the light of life would
leave them and they would die.


But the column did not stop. There was always
movement.


A dozen men died and three dozen ducked into
cover where they could, and then ran again when they felt the artillery and
shots were at their lightest before them.


Scattered enemy troops got within 500 meters
of the line, leaving behind dozens dead.


“Madiha! We got a call from the ARG-2 in the
north; we’ve got air incoming!”


Madiha pulled herself from the telescope. 


Behind her, Parinita, short of breath and
sweating, stood in the middle of the door frame with her clipboard in her hand,
squeezing the object with shaking fingers.


“Are we almost done destroying evidence?”
Madiha asked. Parinita nodded her head.


“Yes, we’ve torn up everything that didn’t
have archive priority. We’ve got the rest on a half-track heading north under
Kimani’s watch. We don’t have an FOB picked out yet–”


“We don’t need one.” Madiha said. “We can
coordinate everything from the truck.”


“Our planes are taking off as well. But they
will not reach before Nocht’s aircraft.”


Madiha nodded. She returned to the telescope.
Their second company was joining in–


Parinita took her by the shoulder and she
pulled her a step back from the window.


“We have to go too. This building is too
exposed now. We don’t even have barrage balloons over it anymore.” She said.
She looked at Madiha with concern.


Madiha smiled. Parinita; always looking out
for her. 


“I agree. No protest here, Parinita.”


She did not invent an excuse to stay. She did
not need to. 


Though the attack was larger than she
imagined it would be, and proceeding all along the front in a scale greater
than she imagined, none of what she saw through the telescope gave her any
reason to change the course that she had planned since before the battle.


“Just one thing. How soon until our guardian
angel arrives?” Madiha asked.


“Seas are fairly calm, so she should be here
within a few hours.” Parinita replied.


Madiha shouldered the backpack radio they had
been using to communicate periodically with their units, strapping it on.
Parinita pulled out the little hand-drawn calendar she had made of the battles,
and clipped it to her clipboard. These final effects collected, they rushed
downstairs, shutting the door for the last time on their shared office in
“Madiha’s House,” Bada Aso. It had withstood so much in this terrible battle.


Soon it would be time to put it to its final
rest.










21.  Absolute Pin


 










33rd of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


Adjar Dominance – City of Bada Aso, 3rd Line
Corps Defensive Line “Home”


 


Dozens of rounds struck the gun shield and
the sandbags. 


They could have come from no more than 200
meters away. 


Around the edge of the semi-circular sandbag
defenses the Gun Commander crouched and peered out to the street with his
binoculars. He saw a squadron of men huddling around the edge of an alley on
the left-hand side of the street; he called the distance and location and he
pointed his gunner to them. They were getting too close to the line.


His Gunner responded quickly, turning the
heavy carriage of the Khroda water-cooled machine gun to face toward the
building. She called out “eyes on target!” and adjusted the elevation. Her
Loader, crouched beside her, raised the ammunition belt off the floor and
ducked his head. She pulled the trigger, counted two seconds, depressed, and
hit again.


Short bursts of 10-20 rounds flew across the
road and street. 


She knew her gun well, and she knew that
she was hitting the alley at an angle, biting into the wall and the street
feeding into the alley. Targeted by the heavy machine gun, the Grenadiers
ceased firing on her metal gun shield and held back from the street. 


Every burst chipped pieces of concrete
all around them. 


Any stray appendage, any flash of skin out of
cover, would’ve been torn apart.


Suppression was the objective, more than
killing. They had to keep the enemy away.


Noise and volume, more than accuracy, kept
those men pinned down in that alleyway.


The Gun Commander patted the Gunner and Loader
on the shoulders and nodded his head toward the rear of the defensive line,
twenty meters back, on the street running perpendicular to theirs; in the
middle of this street was Madiha’s House, and along the front of it, and around
its street corners, their mortar posts, ready to accept fire missions.


His troops understood; the Gunner nodded her
head back and continued to fire on the alley. The Gun Commander left them and
rushed, half-crouched, to the nearest mortar team. He told them of the
suppressed Grenadiers in the alleys, and they adjusted fire.


Within moments, a volley of 120mm and 82mm
mortar shells started to drop in front of the alley and along the nearby
street, stifling any potential movement from that area.


When the Gun Commander returned, he raised
his binoculars again and found his crew new targets. They could not wait and
see if those other men had been killed – they had stopped moving and stopped
shooting, but there were dozens of groups of 8-10 men scrambling their way up
sector Home. Attacking one meant ignoring others.


Directly across the defensive line from this
particular gun team, a second identical Khroda gun fired down the right-hand
street to cover its own approach; the third machine gun in the middle of the
defensive line laid its fire directly ahead, ten rounds a second streaking over
the middle of the road. This crucial lane of fire was relentlessly guarded.
Unlike counterparts on the flanks, the central gunner fired continuously,
without bursts.


Steam issued from the central gun’s barrel,
and grew copious as the shooting went on – the loader gingerly replaced the
water-cooling jacket when next he reloaded the gun.


During this delicate operation five men from
a broken enemy squadron crossed the road, bounding from one street to the next
and linking up with another group for safety. 


These imperialists were certainly elusive.


For minutes at a time the battle was
completely gridlocked. 


Gunfire and artillery rolled over the
invader’s path like the swiping hand of a giant, hurling back in pieces
anyone exposed to its iron claws. Whenever the brunt of an artillery volley or
automatic burst had passed their positions, small groups of Nochtish men would
dare to leap closer to the defensive line, gaining their side as
a whole a handful of meters, sometimes a dozen, before the weight of Ayvartan
fire shifted and pinned them anew.


Little by little the grenadiers climbed their
way within 150 meters of the Ayvartan line.


Then the concerted effort began.


From the end of the main street
toward ”Home”, driving up the road as a wedge, a platoon of M3 assault
guns trundled toward the defensive line. They rolled in from the street
corners, assembled, and then took their first shots northward. Seconds apart,
over a dozen 75mm shells crashed in front of and behind the Ayvartan
lines. A shell soared over an anti-tank gun and exploded inside of a
supply tent; one detonated in front of a machine gun and stunned the
crew; another burst through the window of the Major’s office.


Thankfully the Major had decided to retreat
and was not there to burn in the explosion.


After the opening salvo the defenders were
shaken up and the assault guns started moving, facing their armor forward and
rushing toward the defensive line from 800 meters.


Though the mortars and machine guns had
temporarily quieted, the 122mm divisional artillery was over two kilometers
away and continued to sound relentlessly from a position of safety. Explosive
detonations crept across the road from the defensive line, falling in front of
and around the advancing tanks. Shells dropped from above like
plunging meteors, smashing the ground and bursting into columns of fire and
uprooted concrete and gravel three or four meters high, like geysers rising
around the advancing imperialist armor.


Fragments from distant explosions ricocheted
off plate, but closer blasts pockmarked the armor on tanks and tore open slits
and smashed periscopes to pieces. Shells punched holes in the pavement
ahead and the tank tracks navigated them expertly, the unflinching vehicles
encroaching with purpose. A glancing blow just off the side of the formation
smashed the track off an M3 Hunter, and its crew abandoned it; the remaining
four tanks pressed on through the swelling rains of hot debris. At 400
meters a second volley struck along the length of the street; behind the
platoon the abandoned tank was hit and exploded.


Anti-tank guns from the 3rd Line Corps
recovered from the shock of the 75mm shelling, and from two positions in front
of Home they joined the artillery barrage. From their guns quick volleys of
45mm shells plunged down the road. Many of the shots flew high or wide and
were corrected constantly against the advance of the tanks. 


Forward the tanks trundled, to 300 meters!


Shots started to pound into the front
armor. 


Armor-piercing projectiles plunged right
into the tank’s strong, inclined glacis plates and their sharp noses flattened
out, detonating uselessly without any penetration.


Though more accurate by virtue of firing
directly, the 45mm guns had too short barrels and too small projectiles to
inflict much damage on the tanks. Onward the enemy moved.


200 meters; but the fire did not let up for
an instant. Inside the tanks the crews felt the metal rattling around them and
the hull growing hot from the attacks. Slits and side hatches opened up
temporarily to allow the crew some measure of fresher air, then closed.


As the tanks neared, an Ayvartan anti-tank
commander spotted an opportunity through her binoculars and called in
last-minute adjustments on a shot. Her gunner fired, and the 45mm shell
went off; seconds later the M3 in the center of the formation stopped dead in
its tracks, a smoking hole less than half a meter in diameter through its front
viewing slit.


 It was
likely that the driver had been killed and other crew injured.


The Ayvartan Gun Commander turned her gunner
toward different targets while she monitored the wreck for a second just to be
sure. She saw nothing, and pronounced the enemy dead; but the remaining three
tanks had rushed to within a hundred meters of the line. There they
stopped in their tracks and turned their guns on the defenders. 


Artillery fire from the divisional guns now
fell behind the tanks, crashing in the street dozens of meters away. The
M3 assault guns had conquered the pre-planned firing area.


Within seconds of coming to a complete
stop the M3 Hunters opened fire on the line. 


A Khroda machine gun exploded and blew back
its own crew, struck dead-center by a shell and folding under the pressure
wave. An explosive projectile punched into the lobby of the HQ
building and smashed a hole into the staircase at the back of the room. One M3
shell went wide and exploded beside an anti-tank gun, its crew ducked
behind their sandbags and showered in gravel; luckily the anti-personnel
fragments largely missed them.


Having tasted blood, the assault guns
adjusted their aim and loaded new shells.


Reinforcements arrived from the roads running
behind the defensive line.


A pair of Hobgoblin medium tanks triumphant
appeared from around the street corners. 


They had been holding back in reserve
and awaited just such a moment to strike.


Aiming their guns at the enemy farthest
diagonally from them, they secured sharp angles on the vehicle’s exposed sides.
Their 76mm guns roared at once, and with one shell each they ripped into the
enemy tanks. On these flat plates, penetration was assured. Hatches blew open,
smoke and fire belched from the cupolas, scrap metal flew into the air. 


Two M3 Hunter assault guns were immediately
destroyed in this attack.


Judging its mission failed, the final M3
retreated at full speed from the defensive line and slid its bulk backwards
into a partially ruined storefront for cover, conceding over 200 meters.
Ayvarta anti-tank fire crashed around it every step of the way. 


A Hobgoblin crawled out from behind the
street corner and positioned itself where the Khroda HMG had been destroyed by
the enemy tanks, filling out the gap in the defensive line. Its coaxial and
frontal machine guns flashed in place of the missing defensive gun.


Nochtish men fell back and fell into place,
growing timid at the sight of enemy tanks.


Once more, Operation Surge was
gridlocked under 200 meters from the defensive line.


Both sides used the lull as best as they
could. 


The 3rd Line Corps cycled out its fatigued,
wounded and dead and hastily shifted their reserves to reinforce the reeling
defenders. Orders went around to slow down the gunfire, to make the belts
and shells last. New firing lanes were discussed with the Svechthan artillery
gunners stationed several kilometers behind the line, to account for the closer
position of the enemy. But there would still have to be be a minimum range – 50
meters from the line, to avoid potential friendly fire. Trucks delivered
ammunition and cooling jackets for the precious machine guns. These stayed
around the corner where it was relatively safe; gun commanders rushed out
to fetch crates to bring back to their posts.


Across from them, a new platoon
of Grenadiers used the smoking wrecks for cover and waded up the street a
handful of meters at a time, harassed by persistent artillery, tank fire and
machine guns. Existing squadrons held their positions, exhausted and
shaken. 


They dug themselves wherever there was
concrete to cover them, and waited for help. 


From their vantage, those closest to the
lines reported what they could on the Ayvartan disposition. They called in for
armor, for artillery, for anything that could help them move. 


But further armor reinforcements were held
up, until the Ayvartan fire abated.


If it ever abated.


For a time it seemed the assault forces would
be permanently stalled.


Then, inside the second floor of an office
200 meters from the line a radio came to life.


An old infantry radio box started to make
noise. Huddled beside it was a beleaguered Nochtish radio man, lying alone
against a wall and putting pressure on a bullet wound.


His had been set to receive all missives, as
the man hoped for rescue.


Shocked to hear a sign of life, he left his
wound undressed and picked up the handset.


He heard a voice, crackling with static and
noise. 


“Sturmvogel wing, ten km
from target, copy?”










South District, 1st Vorkämpfer HQ


Two hours into the operation Fruehauf and her
girls received the first concrete reports from the front. Thirty minutes before
that, they heard a man die on the radio; he had accidentally flipped his
backpack set on, screaming in the midst of gunfire and artillery. 


There was a sound like a tin can rolling down
a street.


This was followed by wet coughing and choking
and a squelching noise.


Shrieking, the girls ripped their
headsets from over their ears and chucked them away. Reflexively they shut
off their radios with a flick of a switch to kill that haunting noise.


Across the room General Von Sturm snapped his
head up from the maps on his table.


“What the hell is their problem now?
Fruehauf, control your banshees!” He shouted.


Marie and Erica were shaken up from the
noise, weeping, sobbing aloud.


Fruehauf assured them as best as she
could. 


There, there, she cooed, like a mother whose
children had scraped knees or burned elbows from play. She was four years
older than the oldest girl; she had to be strong. She laid her hands
gently on the girls’ shoulders; she told them they would not hear such things
often and that, in time, they would become calls just like any other they took.


Hands shaking, choking back their sobs, the
girls returned to their seats and slipped their headsets over their ears. They
turned down the volume and set the radios to receive.


She was not supposed to give in to conjecture.


She had to wait for reports from officers and
from reliable unit contacts who made it their purpose to give her their most
accurate info. But from the noise and the corps-wide calls for support being
traded about between the different officers, from the calls of infantrymen for
artillery support, from artillery men for more rounds, for armor requesting
patrols, and everyone requesting air support all at once; she could piece
together that things were not going so smoothly. Then again, they hardly ever
did at first.


Avoid conjecture; she waited out thirty
biting minutes since they heard the man die.


At first they received a call to
establish official contact. 


Erica alerted Fruehauf to this after picking
it up. 


Fruehauf approached, overrode Erica’s radio
through her headset and switched the radio set to enable it to call. She sent
out a message and gave the officer a special frequency to call. She
switched the radio to receive again, tuning it to that frequency. She listened
to the whole of his report, taking down pertinent notes on a pad on her
clipboard.


Now she was not operating on conjecture, but
the best facts available at the moment as to the disposition of the 6th
Grenadier Division. Next the 13th Panzergrenadier called HQ. Finally, the remainder
of the Azul Corps called in, speaking in Nochtish for her sake.


“Sir, I have a preliminary report on the
capture of the first wave of Surge objectives.”


Every report opened with timestamps and short
summaries of what was accomplished. On Koba, the coastal road was secured; in
the east, paths leading north and center had been conquered by the advancing
troops. Matumaini was bypassed and forces moving near there had assembled
and launched their first attacks on the main street in the Central District’s innermost
sector, particularly on a long stretch connecting two u-shaped street
intersections and dominated by a large school building. This sector was
strongly defended – likely an enemy Forward Operating Base or FOB. For now it
had priority as an assault target.


That was the good news, brief as it was. Then
came the preliminary casualty estimates.


Von Sturm did not care much for the infantry
casualty reports; he had told her once in a mostly private setting that if
fifteen landsers died fighting to cover a tank, he still had the tank. That was
his philosophy, and in part it was also Nocht’s philosophy. Landsers as a whole
applied pressure to an area. Machine gunners and mortar squads “got the job
done,” they killed and disabled enemy infantry; tanks and planes “won wars” by
delivering heavy firepower. Ordinary riflemen merely put pressure on the
enemy – they took ground and formed fighting positions to secure
Nocht’s expanding influence in the area.


Nonetheless, Von Sturm could be made to take
pity on them if too many died at once. Those numbers were on him; thousands of
deaths were simply inexcusable, doctrine or no.


“In the West, along Koba, casualties so far
have mounted quickly to three platoons put out of action, though with
relatively few dead. In the East, a Company was put out of action. In the
Center, heavy fighting has cost two platoons. Arrival of air support and naval
support should lessen the amount of casualties going forward, however.”
Fruehauf said.


“A little higher than I expected for the first
wave, but we have reserves.” Von Sturm said. “How about armor and vehicles?
They better be making good on those assault guns.”


“Reports so far indicate 18 vehicles out of
action of various types.” Fruehauf replied.


“Various types? What do you mean? Give me
some specifics.” Von Sturm demanded.


“10 M3 Hunter SPGs, 3 M4 Sentinel tanks, 4 or
5 Squire B half-tracks.” Fruehauf said.


Von Sturm grit his teeth. That was where the
losses truly stung. 


The 2nd and 3rd Panzer Division had lost a
significant number of vehicles in the Kalu. For the rest of the Vorkämpfer
the Matumaini, Penance and Umaiha offensives had also proven costly. Their
armored fleet was down to almost half its strength. Nevertheless, Von Sturm
seemed to fight his initial instinct to sequester his armor from the operation.



Instead, he smiled and nodded.


“Within acceptable losses. Good. That’s what
I like to hear. Reaffirm to Aschekind and his lot that I want that port, and I
want them to camp beside the sea come hell or high water. I want constant
pressure on the center, and the flanks secured. I’m not afraid about the east,
but we need that port and those western streets shut the hell down.” He said.


Fruehauf nodded. She bowed her head in
deference. 


“I will pass your directives to him.”
She said. He nodded back.


Behind them the restaurant door swung open;
Von Drachen arrived, his arm in a sling, his forehead heavily bandaged. Despite
all this he still wore his cap and his full uniform. Fruehauf didn’t recall a
time she had ever seen him less than fully dressed. He ambled his way to the
planning table, and pulled up a chair just centimeters from Von Sturm.


Von Sturm sidled his chair away from Von
Drachen and glared at the arriving Cissean.


“You’re on reserve, you don’t need to be
here. You should go rest.” Von Sturm said.


Von Drachen grinned. “My good man, are
you worried about my health?” He said.


Von Sturm turned his head away. “You babble
enough when healthy, I can’t imagine how annoying you would become when
delirious. Take your medicine and go to bed.”


“I am just fine. Listen, you need to press
your strength into the center. I’m sure she is there and you need to kill
her, or this war will be hell for you.” Von Drachen said.


“See? Look at him Fruehauf, he’s practically
speaking in tongues.” Von Sturm sighed. “Look you pus-addled fool, just because
a woman can best you doesn’t mean she’s leading the enemy’s
operations, ok? We’ve discussed this, Ayvartans press their women into military
service, that doesn’t make her special. There are millions of women like
her in this conflict. This is just a woman who defeated you and nothing
more!”


“As far as our information is concerned,
Elijah Gowon is leading Ox.” Fruehauf said.


“Oh dear, not you too? I thought you were on
my side.” Von Drachen chuckled.


Fruehauf frowned. “I’m on the side
of information; that is part of my job, I’m afraid.”


“Thank you!” Von Sturm said, spreading his
arms toward her as if to hold her up. “Finally someone here is speaking sense.
Don’t worry though, we will have the central district in our grasp shortly.
Then we will take the fight to the north district, where these Ayvartan
rat-hole tactics that have caused us so much grief cannot be employed.”


“I have a feeling it will be more difficult
than that. But you’re right. We’ll see.”


Von Drachen sat back contentedly in his
chair. 


Von Sturm stared at him in confusion.


Fruehauf nonchalantly left the side of the
table, and returned unmolested to her fiefdom of wires and waves. She gave
Erica and Marie a friendly squeeze on the shoulder, and hoped their nerves
would not become a casualty of the day; that was one kind of casualty that
crept up all too often and was never mentioned in the reports. 


So far, everything seemed to be on track. She
had to tell herself that. 


At the time, with the information available –
they were winning.










Central-West Sector, Upper Boroughs


Koba block was shrouded in a cloud of dust
and smoke. 


Windblown debris and dirt flowed through the
air, visible like the velvet ripples on a curtain. In the sky a muted white
disc hung directly above the combatants, its light dim against the brown and
grey billowing mass. Somehow the battle was carrying itself out in this place,
like a force of nature, inscrutable and inevitable; it was a blur to Kern, and
he rushed through it like an animal running from lightning in a storm.


Humble rifles no longer sounded across the
streets, drowned out in the booming shell-fall of Ayvartan 122mm howitzers from
the north and the shocking reports of 75mm M3 Hunter guns from the south and from
Koba itself. Ceilings collapsed under the blasts, the road trembled, and gravel
blossomed into the air to join fragments cast by the shells. 


Building-to-building, the soldiers crawled
and jumped and sprinted, into doorways, through windows, into black holes bored
into the structures by explosives and shells. They escaped into the streets and
charged to the nearest opening to leave them, heads down and hands over their
helmets whenever a pillar of fire and fragments rose somewhere nearby.


M3 75mm rounds went through walls and
buildings fell on their sides like towers of blocks, stifling even the dying
screams from inside; 122mm shells punched into structures at an angle and burst
into a cone of shrapnel that eviscerated the soldiers inside; where men fought
one another it was at close range, jabbing bayonets in a desperate panic, aware
that any wall covering them for more than a minute was a wall liable to cover
them for eternity.


Intermittently a grenade flashed within the
gloom, thrown haphazardly through a window or a door. Those men that threw it
rushed to assumed safety in its wake. Those who saw it from afar charged out
into the street for a chance to meet and gather in strength. Often the grenade
hit nothing; a few times, it caused harm, but not harm enough, and the men
charged in on a group of wounded, furious enemies that welcomed them with
pistols, shotguns and bayonets. Under the heavy gunfire, every barbaric melee
played out silently.


Ahead of the stampeding pack a platoon was
lost, half dead or dying, half pinned to whatever rock they had to their backs
when their bravery finally gave out; behind them another platoon jumped into
the fray. One company gone; but each Battalion had three. The Regiment had nine
altogether. A Division had 3 Regiments. More men to die.


Kern watched from afar and saw men struck by
fragments and gunfire give up mid-run, as if choosing right there to die. They
lay still and silent. But more men came behind them. Mortar rounds fell on
their enemies. Machine guns blared. Then, as if pushed by an incoming tide, the
fatigued, disheartened men around him would come alive again.


Nocht had a doctrine; they had tactics. 


Establish a base of fire, and advance under
its cover. 


Mortars and machine guns dealt death;
riflemen were pressure, a wall that expanded under the unceasing fire of a
Norgler. But all of this was lost on those tight, bloody streets and ruins, so
alien to the men invading them. In those tight streets against soldiers
entrenched in buildings the Norgler machine gunners were just
more panicking bodies. There was scarcely machine gun fire from either
side, and all of it hit walls and shadows.


Those common bolt-action rifles arming 80% of
Nocht’s grenadiers were even more useless, save for the bayonet lug. Grenades
were not issued in large quantity. Melee dominated. Men moved, slowed, stopped,
some dead, some not; some moved again when more men appeared. They fought more
than they shot, under the rumbling artillery.


Kern felt disassociated from the world for a
split second. Was he truly in the civilized year of 2030 D.C.E? Did they not
have science and analysis on their side? And yet house to house in Koba block
they were reduced to the savagery of long-gone forebears.


House-to-house the Nochtish line expanded,
screaming and clawing up Koba.


Then the triumphal cry: “We got the spotter!
Stay down until it blows over!”


Those who heard the call and knew its
implications ducked and closed their eyes and prayed to God as those final
shells came down upon the block, that His wrath be stayed; those that did not
hear a word in the continuing cacophony kept the battle alive, scampering up
windows, shoulder through doors, shooting empty rooms. 


Shadows taunted them every which way they
turned.


There was no gradual silence.


It came all at once, as deafening as the
cacophony preceding it.


Ayvartan artillery quieted.


Around the men of the 6th Grenadier was a
suddenly mute world.


Lone bursts of machine guns from shaken men
sounded into the silence. Then they realized that the enemy had been conquered.
They shouldered their guns. 


There was no celebration.


Slowly the cloud settled. 


Shaken landsers wound their way up the ruins
to the end of Koba.


Kern had survived somehow.


He shambled out of a house and tried to find
the sun again through the gloom and the silence. Everyone around him had their
backs to rock, catching their breaths.


He walked blindly through the clouded
street. 


Then he parted the curtain; he stepped
out of Koba into the light. Overhead the sun was shining unimpeded. Concrete
cage walls no longer surrounded him. He turned his head and he saw a rocky
cliff leading down onto a white beach, a gentle tide rolling in and out. He was
standing on the shoulder of the continent, and on the dirt road curving along
the western edge of Bada Aso. There was grass, green grass flanking the road.
It was very open, as though he had found a broad clearing in the concrete
forest of Koba block.


Koba’s suffocating, haphazard urbanization
burst open. There was a view, there was the sky, and there was the sea at his
side. Kern breathed in the salty, free air. 


He coughed from it.


He thought he could see half the city
from here; he could not, but he got the impression.


Ahead there was a loose formation of
buildings sloping gradually downhill. 


They were old clay brick houses, five or six
of them in a little block several meters apart. A wide, dusty
road ran through the middle of them, separated from each street by drainage
ditches dug along its sides. To the west was the water, and the land they stood
on was a little above the ocean blue; a kilometer out the other direction Kern
could see again the edges of the grey and brown thicket of buildings and houses
in the inner city.


Then there was the port of Bada Aso to the
north, at the bottom of the shallow decline, straddling the Core Ocean. Closely
shaped to the contours of the shore, a wide concrete wharf with several berths
had been laid over two kilometers of coastline. It was broken up into two
main platforms, forming a reverse arrow-head shape where they met along the
sharp curve of the coast. Beyond that was the open ocean, an immaculate endless
blue.


Nearest to the advancing troops, less than a
kilometer away, was a smaller wharf for local fishing and small merchant and
transport craft; much farther away was the larger platform, with cranes and
warehouses and a long, stable berths to host much larger vessels.


Both of these platforms seemed thoroughly
empty from the advancing troops’ vantage.


Kern looked over his shoulder, into the
settling dusts of Koba. 


There were men scrounging through the ruins,
cleaning up and looking for useful information among the dead; and there were a
smaller number readying to move forward. They would be advancing soon.
With the ocean to the west, and visible objectives directly ahead, it was again
time to heave his rifle and do battle. At least he got a quick breather.


Schloss reappeared beside him, peering ahead
through his binoculars. He picked the handset from Kern’s radio and started
talking nonchalantly, as though Kern was just a prop.


“We broke out of Koba, we’re at the seaside
now. Just one loose block of buildings to go and we’ll be at the port– Yes I
can see the defense turrets from here. Yes, we’ll try.”


Turrets? Kern scanned across the curve of the
seaside again – then he saw them, over a kilometer away, looking out to sea.
Three domes of concrete perhaps ten meters tall, sprouting from a hill just off
of the tiny block of buildings. Each turret had two long, wicked gun barrels.
These were 100mm all-purpose guns adapted from old ship artillery pieces.


“They’re not shooting yet but that doesn’t
preclude them doing so. Yes, we’ll head out.”


Kern wondered if those turrets had been
used to shoot them when they were struggling up Koba; but they were facing the
ocean with their guns low, so he guessed that they were dormant. He also
figured that the Ayvartan artillery, which had a confirmed range of at least 10
kilometers, would not be residing a mere 3 kilometers from its attack target.


Schloss returned the handset into its
slot on the box. He pointed toward the little block of houses, telling his men,
“move out, we’re on combat patrol. We’ll go from those houses, up to the hill
with the guns and down to the lower wharf. We can expect air and sea support
shortly.” He turned specifically to Kern. “Your callsign is Prospector; Eagle
is our air support. Do you know how to call them? If you don’t, I can handle
it. Just stay close.”


Kern nodded his head solemnly. 


Schloss and his squadron started on the first
house, and he followed behind them. Though down several of their original men
the squadron had picked up enough stray landsers from the charge through
Koba to boast a strength of twenty-one rifles – Schloss had led a
successful flanking attack despite the artillery barrage, and he broke
Ayvartan suppressing fire. Since then every remnant of the thrashed 2nd Platoon
stuck behind him.


Beneath their feet the terrain gently rose
and fell as they crossed the grassy roadside. They walked with a building
covering their approach, and made up the distance quickly. At the first of the
little buildings they put their backs to the side wall. Schloss peered
around the corner. He pointed at the house across from theirs on the other side
of the dirt road. 


Ten men peeled from the squadron and broke
into a run across the street. 


They assembled against the wall without
problem.


There Schloss signaled again, and the
squadron split once more. 


Five men across the street moved around the
back of their house, and then five of the men near Kern followed their own
wall and slipped behind the little building.


“Follow me, kid,” Schloss said. 


Rifle out and up against his shoulder he
peered around the corner again, and then led his own group of five men, Kern
included. He followed the older soldier into the dirt road. They walked along
the shallow ditch, with maybe a meter of cover along each side. 


They paused, checked every direction again
and got onto the street near the house’s doorway. Schloss and Kern stayed
outside while three men charged in, bayonets first.


Across the street Kern saw the other team
mirroring them and clearing their own house.


“No one here Schloss! House is clear!” a man
called out. 


Schloss nodded for Kern to follow.


Inside the cramped two-story house, Schloss
promptly started stomping on the floor.


“Hollow.” He said. He spoke in an alarmed
tone of voice. “Pull apart the boards.”


Two of his men drew their combat
knives and wedged them in between wooden floorboards, bending them
up enough to get a grip with their hands. Together they ripped apart a
large section of the floor and found something that resembled a concrete trap
more than a basement. Kern cast light from an electric torch across the damp,
rocky little space. On one end of it he found a path leading right under the
street and road outside.


“A tunnel. We don’t have anything to destroy
it, but take note.” Schloss said aloud.


“God. They are like rats, these Ayvartans.
When did they dig all of this?” asked a man.


“I have no idea. Why would they dig all over the city like this? It can’t have been for
defense. These tunnels are all different and too haphazard. Maybe they were
digging for gold at one point? Oil? Who knows? Just remember, and be vigilant.”
Schloss said.


Kern suddenly caught a whiff of something
nasty while they were standing around.


“Do you smell anything off?” He asked,
looking around the men for support.


“Yes, it’s those holes,” Schloss said, “they
give off a smell. Don’t let it get to you.”


“Probably dead shit down there,” said a squad
member. “Maybe that’s where all the animals in the city went off to. Haven’t
seen a single cat or a dog in this godforsaken hole.”


Schloss turned to look across the street. His
men had just cleared the other house.


“We’re moving, this house is clear. Keep your
eyes peeled just in case.” He said.


Between each house was a little slope just a
bit deeper than the ditches, offering a small measure of cover. Instead of
following the ditch to the next house, they walked between them. As they
moved, Kern saw the team they had sent behind the house had already beaten
them across the stretch of open grass to the next set of little buildings.



They kept watch behind the back of the house
and urged Schloss’ group forward. Just off their position was a steeper slope
down to the last stretch of sandy beach, a few meters from where the
topography was swallowed up by the water between beach and wharf.


Schloss and his men broke into a run, and
Kern followed behind them. 


Everyone stacked against the side wall of the
next building. 


Kern tried to look through the windows into
the little kitchen, but Schloss pushed his head down. Across the street both
other teams made it to their next building, and started to probe the entrances.
Kern followed his own team around the front and inside the house again,
confirming his glimpse through the window – it was empty like all of the
rest.


Despite this they still searched the home
thoroughly. 


Schloss stomped on the floorboards again, but
this time they felt solid. 


He still had the men break them up. Kern
wandered out into the street, watching the men across the road do the
same. It seemed these houses were all empty. He looked across the lands they
had yet to cover, and it all looked empty to him as well.


Down a shallow slope from the buildings the
dirt road curled away from the hill with the turrets and met a concrete road
that split, one path perpendicular and stretching farther north to the city,
another west to the wharf. Though sprawling, the wharfs had little in the way
of buildings save for a few warehouses and the small port authority office. 


Kern nursed a faint hope that perhaps the
Ayvartans had seen sense and abandoned the port. He could see no enemies, save
for the ominous turrets atop the hill. Around the hill there was only dirt and
grass and what seemed like empty lots where houses might have stood. Everything
just off the port was more open and far less developed than inside Koba.


He would have seen the enemy, if there was an
enemy out there. Kern turned back into the house. Under the floorboards Schloss
had only found solid concrete, no tunnels.


“Fancy that. It was just the last row that
had a tunnel.” He said. “Pays to know this.”


Schloss made a circle in the air with his
finger. 


Kern nodded and turned around. Again the man
plucked the radio from the box like if Kern was but a post carrying the device,
but the young landser did not much mind the treatment. After everything that
had happened so far he did not see himself as much of a soldier. Carrying the
radio and running behind everyone was his lot.


“Sir, we’ve got nothing in the houses just
off Koba. Way seems to clear down to turret hill and the first wharf.
Requesting permission to hold position until the company just out of Koba can
regroup.” Schloss waited. Kern could almost imagine Aschekind’s unaffected,
bellowing voice. He even thought he heard it coming from the handset itself.


Schloss bowed his head a little. “Yes sir.
Understood.” He laid down the handset again. His men braced for the
bad news. “Combat patrol out to turret hill. Captain doesn’t care that we’ve
got nothing that can put a dent in those turrets. He just wants us around them.
They haven’t fired on us yet, so maybe they have been abandoned. Cross your
fingers.”


A collective sigh followed. Canteens were
raised, stoppered, put away; rifles were picked up from the wall. Helmets set
again on heads. Everyone marched out of the house.


Out on the street, Schloss waved everyone
over. There were more men just starting to trickle into the dirt road from
Koba. Across the street there were men still checking in the house – but they
were in the kitchen. Kern could see them through a window on the facade.


“That a tunnel?” Schloss shouted, forming a
cone around his mouth with his hands.


“Yessir!” A man shouted back. They were
ripping up floorboards just like before. “It was in the kitchen rather than the
foyer room – there’s a big ol’ fuckin’ hole down here too.”


“Shit.” Schloss said. He nodded to two of his
men. “Get back in there and check.”


They nodded and took off past Kern and into
the house that the squadron had just left behind. Everyone else stood outside
on the street, milling around under the sun. Kern could almost feel his helmet
cooking his brain after a while. Without the buildings on every side there was
a lot more heat coming down on him. He became more aware of his ragged
breath. 


He was tired.


Kern bent over, touched his fingers to
his boots. 


He held on to his knees. 


He twisted his head, staring at the sideways
Turret Hill. 


He saw the figures moving there but he
could not discern what they were.


Directly across the street a wall exploded
outward into the grass.


Immediately the connected roof spilled over
the foundation.


Through the window he saw the men disappear
in a blinding flash before the collapse.


He felt a deep noise stirring through his
flesh.


Kern fell on his side in sudden shock –
something had cut his arm, he was bleeding.


A shell fragment had flown out the window
perhaps.


Schloss knelt down suddenly, having suffered
a similar wound.


“Scheiße!” Schloss yelled out. “Ayvartan
tanks, 400 meters down, unidentified types!”


He snapped to the north again and got a
glimpse of the tanks and men now approaching from around the Hillock, where
perhaps they had been waiting all this time, hidden by its face. From
the foot of the shallow sloping road before them the tank guns bellowed.


Schloss shouted something more before the shell
hit, but it was drowned out. Within arms reach of the squadron the projectile
dove into the hard dirt and detonated.


High-Explosive was a misnomer; these shells
never merely exploded. 


When the shell detonated it splintered its
casing into hundreds of tiny shards of steel that scattered about the impact
area based on the shell trajectory. Fragments traveled at incredible
velocity across an area dozens of times the diameter of the shell, within
less than a second from impact. Kern hit the dirt and felt the heat wave
wash over him, and he felt the fragments flying, like a cloud of razor-tipped
flies brushing past his body. He was grazed before he even touched ground,
caught in mid-flight like a duck brushed by a hunter’s buckshot. He
screamed from the sudden stinging and burning on his skin.


Along his back, and around his arms, he felt
the metal inside his flesh. He screamed and screamed and thrashed in the dirt.
He felt hands, tugging him, and he felt the metal stick deeper in him as his
back dragged across the dirt. Sweat and blood trickled down his eyes. It stung
him even to look at his surroundings. He felt like a writhing knot of
pain.


Machine guns sounded, too close; he opened
his eyes and briefly saw the trail of dust across the road as the bullets scratched
across the dirt. Gunfire streaked just past him. 


He heard a cry. He was shaking. 


He could not keep his eyes open, they stung
too much from the tears and sweat.


“Kid, come on!” Someone shouted, right in his
ear, and he felt like his shoulder would be torn off. Kern’s felt his feet
flatten out, his body rise. Someone was lifting him up.


He planted his feet and twisted around and
ran blindly with whoever was tugging him on, tearing him viciously toward
an unknown direction. Shells crashed again, and between the billowing smoke,
fuming fire and thundering guns he heard feet stomping on the dirt.


He felt like he ran a mile headlong, his legs
unsteady, his whole body screaming for release. But when finally he
stopped and gazed through rivulets of sweat, dizzy from the pain
and exertion, he was behind the first of the little houses again. Two of the
houses ahead had been crushed. He did not believe anyone in them could have
survived. 


There were bodies, a trio fifty or sixty
meters away, gnarled and shapeless.


 A
dozen meters ahead a man twisted on the ground, gushing blood.


A long burst of machine gun fire sliced
across the road and finally laid him down.


Moisture and foul air made Kern’s eyes feel
cold and they stung again. He wiped them down, flaring up the pain in his arm.
His legs were shaking. He looked around. There were two men with him, staring
at him, their own faces red either from exertion and bleeding.


“You ok?” One of the men asked. They helped
him to remove the radio from his back.


“I’m injured,” Kern said. He felt stupid. He
was hurting so much and yet he could walk, he could talk, he was alive. But he
also felt as though he had been mortally eviscerated.


“You’ll live. Check the radio. Is it broken
or anything? We need to report contact–”


“Where’s Schloss?” Kern asked. He looked
behind himself. He looked to the road.


“He’s gone.” The man’s voice trembled and
cracked. 


Kern felt as if the words had gone through
his head clean out each way and he did not even comprehend them. He had no
reaction. Nobody had any reaction. Both men in front of him were breathing
heavy and clearly shaken up but nobody seemed to realize that squad leader
Schloss had been killed. He wouldn’t be back! He would never shout again!


One of the men shook Kern. 


“I’m Private Kennelmann. You’re 1st class;
you need to call in.”


Yes, Kern recognized this; he was a Private
1st Class. He was promoted. 


That was correct.


“Then you’re supposed to listen to me.” Kern
said. 


It came out sounding almost pleading.


Kennelman nodded his head deeply. Beside him
the other man stared quietly at them.


“We’re listening.” They said. 


It sounded like a cry; there were tears
accompanying it too.


Kern looked up the street. Few of
their number remained. 


There were five men shooting from behind the
ruins of one of the houses, but there were Ayvartans in black uniforms
advancing systematically upon them from downhill, breaking up into groups,
hooking around the house, climbing atop the debris. Scattered little teams that
had come up from Koba were pinned behind the standing houses. On the road
Ayvartans with submachine guns and light machine guns kept everyone pinned
down. Meanwhile the tanks advanced very slowly up the slope of the
road. 


All the fighting was less
than 100 meters away and expanding without impediment.


“We’ve got to find better cover than this,
but we can’t go out in the street–”


Another foreign noise shook him. 


Kern half-expected another shell. This was
different though; the swooping noise, the buzzing propellers. He looked
overhead. There was a t-shaped shadow cutting across the clouds with a short
blunt head. There was no mistaking what this represented.


Kern suddenly crouched beside the radio. 


There was a tiny hole through it where a
fragment had gone through. He felt his stomach sink, he felt a hole growing in
him. His fingers shook as he tuned the frequency – the dial went all over the
place, it felt loose. There was a weak hum of life inside the machine. It
was working on some capacity. He raised the handset to his ear.


He practically begged: “Eagle this is
Prospector! We are pinned down! We need help!”


 


~ ~ ~


 


For the first time since the 23rd of the
Gloom, a combat wing of the Luftlotte took command of the skies over
Ayvarta, its fifty aircraft cruising toward the bloody ruins of Bada Aso. This
time no heavy bombers accompanied them – it was all Warlocks and Archers in
flight. Fighters and dive bombers launching tactical, supporting attacks.


Wings in the Nochtish “Luftlotte” consisted
of three squadrons, and for the day’s tasks each squadron of 15-20 aircraft had
been assigned to support an important sector of the city as part of Operation
Surge. Sturmvogel had the most
pressing mission over the Central District of Bada Aso; Eagle and Hawk
squadrons took the west and east respectively.


Eagle squadron soared over a
thousand meters over open plains stretching between the captured airfield
at Azaria and Bada Aso and its pilots watched the territory sliding past them
at over 500 kilometers per hour. The Archer was primarily a fighter plane, but
with its sturdy-looking cylindrical body, tough wings, and powerful engine,
it was a very versatile machine. It could avoid anti-air fire and carry
enough firepower for bombing.


Within Eagle, three Flights of five
combat aircraft further divided up the workload – one was to fly over the ocean
to support a detachment of the Bundesmarine,
another was to support the ground attack through Koba and the seaside, and the
third covered the air.


Though before the mission he thought of
himself as Liam Kurz, in flight he was Eagle-3, Flight Leader of the 44th
group. Back at the base the ground crew thought of Ayvarta as a hole, a
place of patchy grass and shrubs and dirt and crooked-looking trees in the
distance. 


From above, Eagle-3 thought it looked
beautiful. 


He could see herds of horned beasts and even
the odd slithering orange drake, larger than a horse, among the
expansive yellow and green plains. Trees were solitary and sparse in the great
plains, but also tall and majestic. A trail of bright green followed the
Umaiha’s little tributaries along the middle of the plain. As he neared
the doomed city he saw the earth grow gradually green, thick with patchy
vegetation along the Kalu hills and Umaiha.


When the city came into view it was almost a
dismaying sight. 


It was a skeleton of concrete, its tiny
tar-black and cobblestone arteries pockmarked with shells or pasted over with
the ruins of its thousands of collapsed organs. Bada Aso’s lower half was
choked with rubble, block after block of blown out buildings blown out again
from street fighting. Further north where the city’s congested layout opened
up, and the streets were wide and the buildings sparse, there was less damage
overall, and splashes of green from the grass and trees made it seem more alive
than the rest of it.


But the fighting would get there eventually. 


That he could see it was proof enough of
this.


He put his fingers to his lips and then
pressed them against a photograph on his instrument panel – a blonde, blue-eyed
beauty in a sundress and hat, standing at the pier in Mascius. Her smile always
accompanied him on his flights. He drew strength from it.


“Wish me luck honey,” he said. 


Within moments he passed over the ruins of
the southern districts. He contacted his fighters, and they broke off from the
Wing; over Penance Road, where the Cathedral stood solemn, half-collapsed from
the artillery battering it received, the Flights divided to carry out their
tasks. The 40th group headed for the sea, the 42nd climbed; the 44th headed
straight forward. Within minutes they overflew Koba block and passed over the
little houses, the clear terrain just off the wharfs, the little hill with the
turrets, the larger wharf.


They surveyed the area, descended, and went
in for another pass to check targets.


Then he received the radio call – he thought
the voice could not have come from anything other than a boy, no older than
maybe 17. He answered quickly. “Prospector, this is Eagle leader, Eagle-3.
We’ve got you covered, don’t worry. Keep your heads down.”


Eagle-3 instructed two men, -4 and -5, to
take his wings, and these three craft banked and turned, while -1 and -2 broke
off in different directions. He looked below and to his left; a small blue
trail from a smoke bomb signaled where Prospector was located, in the farthest
of the houses; a thinner red trail from a signal flare pointed Eagle-3 to
the road.


He took stock quickly. There was at least a
company of Ayvartans from his vantage, a platoon already moving up the road and
two others following from the hill with the turrets. They were KVW, he could
tell from the black uniforms. Behind them were three tanks of the unidentified
medium type, advancing in an arrowhead formation. Prospector was trapped.
Shells and machine gun bullets flew around his position with vehemence. 


Incoming support was minimal. 


As he turned again, Eagle-3 could see a
few men moving in thin columns from Koba.


“This is Eagle leader; -1 and -2 strafe the
infantry column along the dirt road. Slow them down, quickly. -4 and -5, follow
me and use your 20mm. Attack the tanks.”


Eagles 3, 4, and 5 swung around the shore
just off of koba block, following the black fence. They started to pick up more
speed, but their turning was still calm, wide and easy. 


In the distance they could see the marine group
plodding its way, the two small torpedo boats and the larger destroyer. Eagle-3
and his men dropped altitude further and completed their turn around
toward the red smoke. The three Archers launched into a shallow dive
together. One and two swept across in front, cutting trails into the dirt with
their machine guns. Ayvartan infantry dispersed under the fire and the swooping
of the planes. 


In the middle of the road the tanks were
exposed. 


Eagle-3 held down his cannon trigger, and
heard the 20mm crack under him.


His wingmen joined him and opened fire in
long automatic bursts, and a hail of high velocity cannon rounds fell over the
tanks at sharp angles. He knew he was scoring hits; when he pulled back up at
around 600 meters altitude his group had probably unloaded sixty or seventy
rounds together and he had seen a few holes on those tanks. 


He climbed and twisted around, feeling a
mounting pressure. 


Everything around him felt tighter until
he leveled out.


Machine gun fire flew ineffectually from
below as the Ayvartans tried in vain to scare Eagle off; Eagle-3 and his men
flew out toward the city again to gently pick up distance and altitude for
another run. Where the green seaside blocks gave away again to the grey urban
landscape, they turned around back to sea. He could not see the tanks from his
vantage quite yet. Eagle-3 instead called Prospector for ground confirmation. 


“How was that for an opener, Prospector?”


He heard an explosion on the radio.
Prospector gasped. 


“Eagle, tanks are still rolling in!”


Eagle-3 swung back around, completing his
turn. 


He tipped his nose to get a look at the enemy
again and he briefly saw the muzzle flashes on two of the tank guns. They
were still alive. Then the third muzzle joined them; a blast in one of the
houses belched smoke and fire through the windows.


These were no Goblin tanks. 


He almost felt bad for the Panzer men
fighting these things.


“Ready rockets, we’re going to dump
everything.” Eagle-3 said. Through the radio 4 and 5 acknowledged. Each Archer
in his Flight had 2 heavy rockets and a 250 kg bomb.


He would need the bomb for those turrets – so
he had to make his rockets count.


Eagle-3 and his group started to descend
in earnest and picked up speed. 


Below them Eagles 1 and 2 swept across the
roads again, carving an x-shaped wound across the dirt. Eagle-3 and his men
corrected their course and swept toward the tanks. They adjusted for the
distance the vehicles had covered and for the angle of attack.


Descending to almost under 1000 meters
altitude, they released their payloads. 


Six rockets hurtled toward the column of
tanks and exploded, leaving thick black smoke in their wake from the heavy
explosive payloads. Eagle-3 pulled sharply up, and he felt like his belts would
choke him for a moment. It became hard for him to breathe.


Once he leveled and the world’s forces
lessened their grip, Eagle-3 called down again. He turned his plane gently to
get a better look at the road while he tried to confirm the kill.


“Prospector, we hit your tanks hard as we
could, confirm effect on target?” He said.


As he twisted his Archer fighter around for a
better look all Eagle-3 could see was fire and smoke. He thought he had to have
taken out those tanks. “Prospector, confirm effect–”


He saw something burst out of the cloud and
an explosion several meters up the road.


“One left! There’s one left!” Prospector
shouted. 


Eagle-3 looked down again. Still smoke.


“Can you confirm effect, Prospector? I just
unloaded a shitton of rockets–”


“I can’t confirm but I know I’m still being shot
by a tank!” Prospector shouted back.


“Shit.” Eagle-3
muttered. ”Men, swing around, we’ve got one still rolling up on ‘em.”


Below the situation seemed almost unchanged. 


Landsers along the ditches and behind the
farthest two houses were still pinned down. They took cracks at the Ayvartans
from the corners and windows, and the Ayvartans huddled near the ruins of the
other buildings and shot back. Despite the strafing from planes one and two
there were even Ayvartans blithely running across the road with their guns up. 


Eagle 1 and 2 had killed over a dozen men,
but suppressed none.


From the smoke and fire Eagle-3 watched the
remaining tank emerge, scarred by cannon fire and with what seemed from
afar like a limping track, but undeterred. Thirty meters from Prospector’s
position, it turned its cannon around and fired just across the street from him
at the other building, at its corner, where a group of men had hidden.


There was a vicious blast when the shell hit
the wall. 


Eagle-3 grit his teeth as he watched. 


Several men were butchered completely by the
high-explosive, several more retreated in pain. There were a few who had caught
fire and rolled desperately to put it out. All of the corner they were hiding
behind had been blasted open, hot chunks of brick likely contributing to the
fragments flying every which way and forcing the grenadiers back.


Men huddled on their bellies for cover, and a
few ran screaming toward the sea.


“We’re going down and we’re diving long this
time; we’re not pulling up until that motherfucker’s burning, copy?” Eagle-3
radioed. Four and Five responded affirmatively.


Eagle-3 climbed, banked hard, and swung
around into a deep dive. 


As he picked up speed he stiffened up from
his neck down to his legs. 


He had 200 rounds for his cannon and he had
probably discharged twenty or thirty. Soon as he hit cannon range at 1000
meters he held down his trigger – it was time to stop caring about how many
rounds he discharged. A relentless stream of cannon fire bore down on the
tank’s position like a metal hailstorm. He thought he could see the sparks
coming off the green beast as hundreds of rounds crashed across its hull.


His men pulled up; he didn’t. 


At 500 meters Eagle-3 continued to shoot
relentlessly.


All of his body tightened, and he felt like
he’d burst. 


His engines and cannons sounded tinny and he
felt the world darken. His finger was growing slack on the trigger. Realizing
he was unable to take more he pulled sharply up from the dive at under
200 meters this time, cutting it dangerously close. Even as he rose
his body was under intense pressure. Breathless, he soared into the sky
again, slowly leveling out when he reached a safer height. Even as he started
to level the craft, he felt like moving any of his body too much would cause it
to pop like a balloon.


“Eagle, I can confirm the kill on that last
tank. Thank God.” Prospector called in.


Eagle-3 couldn’t respond. His heart was
beating so quick, he needed a moment to rest.


  


~ ~ ~


 


Kern’s mind was racing and he couldn’t think
right. 


He felt a thrumming just under the skin
of his head and right above his brain, and a shaking along his back and
his limbs. He couldn’t concentrate and he couldn’t spare the time to think.
Instead he kept himself behind the rearmost house on the block and tried his
best to breathe and to focus on mechanical movements. Speaking happened in his
throat, not his head; peeking out from cover and back into it was all his legs,
not his mind.


At least Eagle-3 had taken care of their most
pressing problem. 


Those tanks had been like a guillotine blade
racing toward them. 


Absent their guns the whole street felt
eerily quiet.


A team of three men gingerly climbed aboard
the smoking wreck of the last enemy tank and flipped the top hatches to inspect
it. One man peered in– red streaks exploded from his back as a burst of
submachine gun fire tore through him at close range. His body collapsed into
the wreck and the men behind him fell back from the hull. They stacked against
the intact left track and lobbed their grenades through a gap in the chassis. 


Light and fire flashed momentarily through
the multitude of thumb-sized holes across the hulk. Smoke blew from the
engine block and hatch. There was silence again.


That had been Kennelmann – they had shot
Kennelmann. 


Nobody checked if he was alive. He almost
certainly wasn’t. 


They left him hanging inside the tank’s
cupola. Kern left him too. 


His mind was off Kennelmann and onto the next
flash of sensory input in mere seconds.


“Clear!” shouted the men. 


Kern watched from a mere dozen meters away
from the wreck. Then he crouched beside his radio again, and he informed
Eagle-3 of the successful kills. He tried to ignore how the gun on the turret
was turning toward him the whole time Eagle showered it in lead. Even a
fraction less gunfire might have allowed it to shoot and vaporize him utterly.


His relief did not last very long. 


Automatic fire cut across the road from
up the street. Joining the sounds of small arms were the buzzing engines
of the archer planes, and the cry of the wind and the screeching of their guns
as they swooped down from the sky and attacked. Bursts of cannon fire hit the
dirt just off the tank wreck and kicked up dust almost as bad as a shellfall.


Crouched down, Kern sidled into cover behind
the house and took his radio with him.


A series metallic thuds alerted him; there
were enemies stacking up. He snuck a glance.


There were black uniforms, dark faces, black
hair, machine guns in hand. They were half-visible behind the thin smoke of the
dying engine and the sloped metal body of the tank.


Kern retreated back behind the wall of the
house. He heard the first gunshots traded between the Ayvartans and his own
men, and then the diving of the planes. Long bursts of automatic airborne
fire swept across the top of the tank and the house, perforating the roof.


Chunks of brick and wood and tile rained down
on him; Kern covered his head. ”Eagle, hold your fire on the enemy
infantry!” He shouted into the radio. “They’re too close to us!”


Suddenly a diving plane overhead came too
close to the house and the tank.


It then tore abruptly away without shooting. 


Eagle’s formation broke apart and the planes
started to bank away and circle.


Kern sighed with relief. 


His lungs were raw and his throat dry. All
the water in his body seemed to have gone out through his skin. He felt clammy
and cold under his uniform, and yet also a burning sensation across the
fragment wounds, and also under his helmet, cooking in the sun–


There was a shadow at the edge of his vision.


He almost thought a monster was bearing down
on him; Kern turned over his shoulder and found Captain Aschekind dashing
toward the house. When this colossus of a man put his back to the wall Kern
thought he felt it shake under the pressure. He put the radio handset down and
stood, saluting the Captain. Aschekind nodded to the road.


“Third company is over there.” The
Captain intoned. “Third battalion is on its way.”


“Then the entire Regiment is coming down
here?” Kern muttered weakly to him.


“That is Operation Surge.” Aschekind replied.
“Eyes ahead and on your men, soldier.”


Kern nodded his head. 


Worrying about 3000 men was the Regiment’s
job after all; he could scarcely comprehend the movement of the fifty men all
around him and the few hundred coming in behind him. Let alone the
thousands that composed the entirety of the Regiment.


He felt a sudden sense of relief. He was not
in command now. He did not have to make any decisions. All of this was not on
him anymore. It was too enormous. 


He was glad to be rid of it.


“On my signal, we move ahead.” Aschekind
shouted. There were maybe a dozen men who could have heard him. He turned to
Kern. “Forget your rifle. Draw your pistol.”


“Yes sir.” Kern said. He felt the grip of
fear, seizing upon his neck, his stomach, into his calves, as though a pump
forcing ice water down his vein. He set his rifle behind his back with its
strap, and drew out his semi-automatic Zwitscherer pistol, with
its long, thin barrel and its characteristic broom handle and magazine forward
of the trigger. 


He made sure it was loaded.


Periodic bursts of fire over the dirt road
reminded them of the presence of their enemy.


And yet the more he thought about it, the
more relieved Kern became. 


Even if he hadn’t had a chance to rest, for
once he felt like fighting. 


He did not want to look like a child in front
of the Captain. Running and shooting was something he could do if Captain
Aschekind was ahead of him. He was more like a tank than he was a man – Kern
wondered if bullets even harmed him when they struck.


“Move quickly; use the smoke on the road to
your advantage.” Aschekind said to him.


Aschekind produced a grenade round from under
his coat and pushed it into place in his gun. The Sturmpistole split
almost in half when loading, and snapped back into shape when the round was
properly set. It was a 27mm gun, essentially a short cannon in the Captain’s
hands. Kern wondered if Aschekind was the only man who could wield it.


“There are four behind the tank; three in the
middle of the street; twelve around the ruins on the left; eight around the
ruins on the right; ten more incoming.” Aschekind said. He raised his gun with
one hand, cocked it; with the other hand he withdrew a small fragmentation
grenade and gripped it as if ready to throw at any moment.


Kern raised his pistol, holding it in
both his hands. He steeled himself for the signal.


“Out!” Aschekind shouted.


 In the
next instant the Captain hurtled out of cover and shot his oversized pistol
down the road, laying the grenade round in front of a group of submachine
gunners and disorienting them. Bursts of blind gunfire passed him by as he
rushed up the road. 


He threw the frag over the tank, catching the
Ayvartans in hiding behind the wreck. With these immediate threats suppressed,
a dozen of Kern’s men across the street ran out to join them. Kern, Aschekind
and the landsers ran forward as a loose group. 


Smoke blew across the road from the rockets
and the collapsed houses and from shellfalls in the dirt. Bullets cut through
the cloud in short bursts and thin streaks from haphazard locations. As they
ran the men traded rifle fire with the communists. Aschekind reloaded his
pistol on the run and fired, launching the grenade over the ruins. 


Kern held his pistol out and shot, rapping
the trigger every few steps he took.


From within the haze he put two bullets into
the chest of a woman carrying a machine gun, and several into the legs of a
pair of men on the road, dazed by Aschekind’s first grenade. Three more shots
went wide into the ruin and his pistol clicked empty. 


He pushed a stripper clip into the integral
magazine. 


As a whole the squadron charged to thirty
meters from the enemy.


Kern paused and raised his sights to his
eyes. A man exposed himself to shoot from around the corner of one of the
ruined houses, and Kern hit him twice in the collarbones.


He almost celebrated the kill, but soon as
the body fell a woman appeared in his place, crouched behind the rubble.
Kern kept shooting, hitting the debris, forcing her down.


He saw the characteristic conical barrel extension
of a Danava LMG over the
bricks.


Kern froze up as a burst of blind gunfire
enfiladed the group. He felt a round graze his leg and stepped clumsily
away. Behind him three men dropped, hit several times each.


Kern retreated, shooting his pistol blindly
at the debris as he stepped toward the ditch.


But the woman was not the only one
shooting. 


A squadron of enemy riflemen cleared the
slope and set their sights directly on the advancing landsers from a mere
twenty meters away. Like a firing line from a war a hundred years ago the
Ayvartans crouched, aimed and opened fire where they stood.


“Off the road now!” Aschekind shouted. “Get
onto the roadside ditch and get down!”


As a trail of rifle rounds raced by them,
Aschekind and Kern dove into the ditch. 


On their bellies, the ditch provided better
cover than it did while they were standing. Bullets flew over them, and crashed
into the dirt atop both sides of the ditch. Kern saw the little pillars of dust
and dirt wherever the rounds hit, like shell impacts in miniature. Just one
through his head would kill and they were already falling a dozen at a time.


Too many, too damn close.


They started to crawl forward, loading their
weapons against the ground. Aschekind raised his heavy pistol and fired over
the ditch. There was a blast, but Kern couldn’t see the effect. He raised his
own hand out of cover but retracted it when he felt dirt whipping against his
fingers. One shot from those huge Ayvartan rifles would take his whole hand!


Ayvartan fire sounded like firecrackers now,
all in a row, crack-crack-crack-crack. Dozens
of bullets lodged into the ditches. Dozens more flew south to cover the dirt
road.


“Keep shooting!” Captain Aschekind said.
“Drop your rifles and use your pistols!”


Kern swallowed hard, gathering his courage.
He raised his shaking hand up and over again and rapped the trigger on his
pistol. Behind him a few more broomhandles sounded as the rest of the men
pulled their Zwitscherers out to fire blind over the road.


Along the ditch the smell of gunpowder grew
almost intolerable. Kern felt sick. Would he die here? He hadn’t moved a
centimeter in what seemed like a minute now. There was dust all around him and
smoke blowing over the street. Raising his hand to shoot felt like a monumental
effort. He had never felt so heavy. He held down the trigger – nothing.


He scrambled to pull a clip out from
under himself and fumbled to load it into his gun.


He heard an unfamiliar sound. Tinkling
metal, like the drop of a coin on the ground.


Several of Kern’s allies screamed and
struggled behind him. 


“Throw it back! Throw it back!”


A deafening blast followed. 


Kern, who had been so keen on the sounds
around him, his only means of detecting the enemy, now heard only a loud
whistling in his ears. Dirt and grass fell over him in chunks, thrown up by the
blast; along with a splash of something brown and grotesque. For several
seconds he felt his body numb, and he thought he was hit. His eyes watered
over.


Ahead of him, Captain Aschekind rolled
on his side, and produced his own pistol.


Three shadows appeared over the ditch with
bayonets, knives and pistols in hand. Their mouths moved and Kern could
not hear them. He could only hear that whistling, tunneling through his ears
into his brain, and the movements of his jaw and his tongue.


Aschekind struck two of them, shooting them
several times in the chest and knocking them onto their backs, while the third
man pounced upon him with a knife in his hand.


Kern did not stop to think, even if it was
too close, even if it could lead to friendly fire; he discharged his pistol
into the unfolding struggle several times, trying to shoot high.


He heard nothing, he couldn’t hear his gun
going off, couldn’t hear the Captain struggling. He unloaded all ten in his
clip, and he couldn’t hear his gun clicking. 


He just felt the empty recoil.


For a second everything stopped moving. 


Aschekind kicked the dead body off of him,
and reloaded his heavy pistol once again. Undeterred, he would continue
fighting. Again the rifles from across the street struck all along the ditch.
Nothing was over yet. Kern hadn’t won a thing. Nothing had changed.


How many had he killed so far? He was
fighting and fighting, and yet, it didn’t end. He dropped his pistol at his
side, and curled up in the ditch. He shook. He wept and shook.


It didn’t end; no one act he dared undertake
would ever end this horrible war.


On his side in that bloody ditch, dirt
falling over him from the rounds tearing up the turf, desperate to bite into
him instead, Kern lay immobile. He couldn’t hear himself sob.


Slowly the ringing in his ears faded. 


Then he was startled by the sound of
gnashing metal.


And the screaming of a gun.


He saw a flash from across the road and felt
the heat. A heavy shell soared into the brick ruins and threw back the Ayvartans
huddling behind the debris. Was he saved? He felt a burst of energy and raised
his head. He watched as a pair of assault guns moved forward together,
commanding the middle of the road and sheltering a squadron of men behind each.
While the machines charged past the ditch, several men peeled away from the
tank and lifted Captain Aschekind, and Kern, and several wounded, dragging
everyone behind the machines. More and more men came running up the street
behind the tanks.


This must have been the third battalion, a
fresh injection of men into the western Surge attack. Overhead the Archer
planes hurtled northbound to support the suddenly mobile column. The Ayvartans
fell back; he could see figures cutting away from the ruins.


Kern felt a little more lucid but his
body was still spent. 


He could barely move even with the help of
two men. 


Everyone manhandled him like he was a dummy,
like he was an object, pulling him around like he had no force of his own. When
the tank came to a full stop, the men laid him against the machine’s warm rear
plate, and they left him for a medic to tend to.


Behind the M3 Hunter a combat medic
stuck him and the Captain with a morphine syrette, slipped a honey and mint
drop into Kern’s mouth, gave the two a quick examination. Aschekind seemed
almost contemptuous of the procedure. He waved away the medic after receiving
the injection and allowing him to look briefly under his shirt. 


Kern caught a glimpse of scars all across his
thick, rippling chest.


And a fresh bloody wound along his burly
shoulder


“I shot you.” Kern said weakly. His hand
shook. He thought he still had his gun there.


“You shot the enemy more.” Captain Aschekind
replied. “I would’ve done the same.”


“Sir, I’m sorry. I can’t. I can’t keep
going.” Kern said. His jaw started to slack. He was forgetting to close his
mouth. He was breathing through it. His nose was running heavily.


Captain Aschekind turned his head from him
suddenly. He looked around the tank.


His eyes drew wide, he seized Kern by the
arm. “Revisit those feelings later, Private!”


Aschekind took the immobile Kern over his
back like a bag, and he broke into a sprint; and behind him the earth shook.
Kern felt the shaking through Aschekind’s body, through his burly arms holding
the boy’s limp body in place. He felt weightless in this embrace.


Kern looked behind him, and saw the brightest
flash and the biggest blasts yet. 


Behind them the tanks were consumed in flame.



Aschekind leaped into the ditch again. 


A wave of heat and pressure and metal
fragments swept over them.


On “turret hill” a few hundred meters from
them the turrets had finally come alive.


  


~ ~ ~


 


“Eagle-3, this is Patriarch.” A calm female
voice hailed the Archers over the radio. Patriarch meant the Vorkämpfer HQ.
This was probably Ms. Fruehauf speaking on behalf of General Von Sturm. “Our
destroyer-leader Kummetz is
mobile. It is vital that the coastal defense guns are destroyed so that it can
occupy the wharf: 250 kg bombs are authorized.”


Along the ground it might have been difficult
for the men to notice, but from the air, Eagle-3 got a good glimpse of the
Kummetz, a long, sleek destroyer, unleashing its guns from afar on the roads
leading to the harbor, cutting off the expanding Ayvartan column. Eagle-3 saw a
noticeable decrease in the flow of Ayvartan troops coming to challenge
Prospector’s position, and a surge of men from the south pushing up to relieve
him.


So far so good.


Then the coastal guns began to turn
southward. 


They opened fire with a resounding clamor,
heard even from far overhead. 


Four guns targeted the M3s freshly arrived
and smashed them like a mallet hitting a can; the last turret turned to the sea
and opened fire on the approaching vessels. One of the torpedo boats moving
along the flank of theKummetz dashed right into a shell and was crippled as it
detonated. Water and foam blew into the air as the second shell exploded just
off the destroyer’s bow. The Kummetz slowed and turned away from the
shore; meanwhile the Nochtish infantry attack sputtered out immediately under
heavy fire.


“You heard the lady,” Eagle-3 said to his
men. “Make every shot count!”


He could no longer pay attention to the
tussle between the infantry. There were three turrets, and he might just need
all five bombs to take them out. Eagle-3 would not be performing the first
attack; as the senior flyer, he would circle the strike area.


“Eagle-1 and Eagle-2, you’re up first.
Drop your 250s in between the turrets. If we can get all of them like that
we might be able to drop some to help out the boys.” Eagle-3 said.


Eagle-3 watched his men break off and
coordinated via radio. They flew east, turned around, and achieved the proper
altitude and angle. Everything was textbook. They lined up, gathered speed,
dove down, and got themselves ready to snap up and drop the bomb.


Just as they readied to attack, the aircraft
met a sudden hail of anti-aircraft fire. They dropped their payloads at the
foot of the hill, blasting apart dirt and concrete but little else.


Hundreds of small caliber autocannon
fragmentation rounds exploded around the planes, and they banked away with
smoking wings and torn fuselages. Eagle-1 went up in flames right before
Eagle-3’s eyes. Eagle-2 was losing altitude, its propellers struggling.


“Eagle-2, pull away south! South! Try to land
behind our lines!” Eagle-3
screamed.


But the limping plane could not handle this
task. Burning up, Eagle-2 crashed through a building several kilometers away
nearer to the city center. Eagle-3 cursed aloud. That was Heidemann – he liked
Heidemann! He’d drunk with Heidemann before. God damn it.


His mind was in a furious rage. He felt a
haze. Was it the G-forces? He shook his head.


Again the seaward turret opened fire,
splashing the Kummetz along its bow.


No direct hits – the ship kept moving
parallel to shore. 


But those two shells were too close.


Mourning would have to wait. 


Heidemman wouldn’t have wanted them to fuck
up a mission in his name.


 He
would have wanted victory; yes, that was it. That would suffice for now.


Eagle-3 hailed the rest of the flight groups,
“Eagle-8, Eagle-12; we’ve got AA around the big guns. Requesting concentration,
we need to take these turrets out now!”


Soon as he was done speaking, he found the
turrets reorganizing themselves below him – one toward the sea, one covering
the road, and the middle turret pointed skyward. Two 100mm fragmentation shells
burst from below and exploded in the sky. Eagle-3 banked away from the
explosions and put some distance between himself and Turret Hill.


He received a pair of acknowledgments from
the other leaders. 


Every Archer plane belonging to Eagle Flight
flew away from their objectives, and then they assembled like vultures peering
down at Turret Hill. Organized into their groups, they prepared to attack.
Light anti-aircraft fire from impromptu positions around the hill burst around
them, little clouds forming in the air wherever a shell went off. 


Heavy machine gun tracer fire lit up the
airspace a bright, furious red. 


Eagle-3 spotted trucks, hiding behind the
hillock, playing host to the AA guns.


Shells from the central turret exploded
dangerously close to his plane, and again Eagle-3 banked away in a rush. The
Kummetz fired its main guns from the sea, but they came up short, crashing
into the road just off the hill. Meanwhile the coastal guns continued to batter
the ocean around the destroyer and lay down fire on the advancing Grenadiers.


“Everyone in position?” Eagle-8 asked over
the radio.


“Ready whenever.” Eagle-3 replied. “Make this
count. I lost men, I want this done.”


“Cool off, Eagle-3. We all know what’s at
stake here.” Eagle-8 said.


Eagle-3 honestly appreciated being told to
shut up. He needed it now.


“We’re all ready here. Droppin’ 250s right?
Who goes where?” Eagle-12 asked.


“How’s about you and Eight make the wings and
I form the beak? We can hit ‘em from everywhere. Killing the turrets is
paramount, but some dead AA is fine too.” Eagle-3 said.


“Affirmative. We’ll do our best for the guys
you lost, Eagle-3.” Eagle-12 replied.


Eagle-3 formed up alongside his men in a
tight three-plane arrowhead; Eagle-8 and Eagle-12 instead spread out, the
ten remaining craft fanning along the east and west to swoop down from the
flanks. Eagle-3 and his men would be attacking up the middle. 


All of the planes built up altitude and
distance; one by one planes started peeling away from the circle just far
enough apart to avoid each other but close enough that they would divide the
air defenses or if lucky, bypass them completely during their attack.


Half a dozen planes hurtled toward turret
hill, snapped up, and dropped their bombs.


Then the next half-dozen quickly followed,
each attack mere seconds apart.


Heavy bombs dropped around the hill, blowing
anti-aircraft guns into the sky, blasting apart trucks, punching deep holes
into the road. Wind and direction and altitude all contributed to the
trajectory of the bomb. Not for lack of trying, many of the bombs landed far
apart and off-target. There was heavy damage across the hill; but the air
defense was tenacious and scored its own kills. One plane crashed down almost alongside
its own bomb, another two were hit directly, speared through the cockpit by
heavy machine gun fire and brought down. Two planes flew through the fire and
came out with pockmarked wings.


Eagle-3 and his group soared blindly through
the gunfire, snapped up, and prayed.


He wasn’t hit; Eagle-3 pulled away from the
tracers and the autocannon rounds, alive.


A massive pressure wave just below him sent a
spray of metal far up into the air.


He saw flaming shards rush past his plane and
rolled away in fear. Was it a frag round?


“Got visual! We hit the turrets! Blew those
suckers up sky high!” Eagle-8 cheered.


“Sky-high is right.” Eagle-3 said. “Holy
shit. We sent the whole hill into the air.”


Turret hill had practically become a hole in
the ground. 


A few of the bombs must have smashed
through the entry hatches and the explosions must have set off the magazine for
the turrets; every 100mm shell packed into the fortified interior of the hill
must have gone off for an effect like that. There was only a bonfire, thick
pillars of black smoke over a row of steel wrecks sitting atop several impact
craters. 


Not a single round more of anti-aircraft fire
flew their way.


“Eagle, I– I lost everyone here. All four of
my guys. I, um–” Eagle-12 said. “I can’t–”


“I lost a man too. We’ve only got eight
planes left then, god damn.” Eagle-8 said.


“Then we all know what it feels to lose an
ally today.” Eagle-3 said. He sighed into the radio, taking a hand off his
instruments and nursing a knot of pain in his temple. “Twelve, you should
retreat. We’ve got this covered. You can’t keep going on your own.”


“I agree. Go back to base. We’ll buy you
a drink when we get back. You did well. Don’t blame yourself for it. We all
take a risk when we lift off.” Eagle-8 added.


“Verstanden.” Eagle-12 stammered.
He hung on the Ver, he was clearly shaken.


His plane flew turned away from the rest and
headed south, quickly disappearing. 


This left seven planes in the air space – two
under Eagle-3 and three with Eagle-8.


“Three, you and your men got any ordnance
left?” Eagle-8 asked.


“Nothing. Just cannon ammo. I can strafe soft
targets but that’s it.”


“Shit. We were the air superiority squad.
Eagle-12 and his men had all the remaining anti-armor rockets. I’ve got nothing
but machine guns now.” Eagle-8 said.


“Don’t worry about it. I’ll take water duty;
you keep watching the skies.” Eagle-3 said.


Free to move, the Kummetz increased its
speed and headed for the upper wharf. Eagle-3 and his wingmen soared over the
lower wharf and out to sea to meet them. They were maybe a kilometer off the
coast. On Eagle-3’s instructions the formation broke off to cover the rear and
flanks of the vessel. Eagle-3 headed out west, just a little deeper into the
ocean.


He did not have to go too far to find an
unforeseen problem. 


He could hardly believe his eyes in fact, and
he called Patriarch to confirm something. 


“Can the Kummetz detect ships?”


Patriarch was slow to answer. After about a
minute she returned. “No, currently only a few of our battleships are fitted
with detection gear. A destroyer has no such equipment.”


“Call them and tell them there’s something
headed this way! Right now!”


“Something? Please confirm the number of
enemies and the types.” Patriarch asked.


“Several ships that I can do literally
nothing to stop!” Eagle-3 shouted. “Over!”


  


~ ~ ~


 


“Follow the tanks to victory! Forward!
Forward, men! Our objective is within reach!”


Aschekind bellowed out at the top of his
lungs, holding his pistol in the air. 


Everything was smoke and fire, Kern could
barely follow along, he felt sick, he was practically hobbling. But he forced
himself to move with the rest of the crowd. A pair of M4 tanks ahead provided
cover as the third battalion and the remnants of the first and second – the
entire regiment – hurried past the smoking, charred remains of Turret
Hill.


A few squadrons of men divided from the
column and rushed out to the lower wharf, bayoneting tarps on empty fishing
boats and storming the little guard house there.


Most of the column scrambled to the north. 


Relentlessly the M4 Medium Tank guns boomed,
targeting wherever a muzzle flash was seen. Shells smashed into the warehouses
ahead, punched right through abandoned containers and crashed into the port
authority office. There was little cover between the wharf and the dirt road,
so the Ayvartans fought from ditches by the sides of the road.


Third battalion had not expended its
strongest men and best equipment yet. 


Because they did not have to struggle up
Koba, they had many Norgler machine guns chopping across the ditches, tearing
apart exposed Ayvartans who stood resolutely before them. They had mortars
set up along the ruined houses where Kern had lost Schloss and his group,
shooting ahead of the tanks and keeping the Ayvartans off the streets and the road,
forcing their heads down. Kern saw the rounds come suddenly down ahead of him.


All the Ayvartans had left at their disposal
were platoons of inexpressive, black-uniformed KVW troops with their various
small arms. Submachine guns blared, grenades flew, pistols flashed. Someone
should have told them of their position. Their stubborn resistance forced Third
Battalion to pay for every meter taken with a fresh corpse.


Those black uniformed soldiers scared Kern. 


They didn’t care when you shot them. 


They just stood there in the face of
everything. 


Crouched in the ditches their light machine
gunners put a steady stream of fire down the road until a tank’s machine guns
or a lucky shot from a grenadier put them down. 


Several crouched as though dead only to throw
grenades out onto the road when a squadron of landsers passed them by. They had
killed several men this way.


Kern had seen them run out into the sight of
a Norgler, discharging their rifles against the gunner with no concern for
their own life. It paid off more than once – several Norgler LMGs were now
crewed only by their loaders, the gunners having been picked off.


Several more lay decrewed, waiting to be
picked up by the next wave of grenadiers.


Meter by meter they cleared the way, and
finally the M4 tanks cruised ahead onto the massive concrete structure of the
upper wharf. They cleared a long and gently sloping ramp leading from
the dirt onto the level concrete floor, a few meters higher than the
road.


Bursts of machine gun fire smashed several
wooden crates arranged ahead of the ramp, and killed a handful of desperate
troops using them for cover. Their turrets then turned to a nearby warehouse
and cast shells deep into the structure, blasting through shutter doors.


Aschekind stood at the foot of the ramp and
he ushered men up into the wharf. 


Kern set down his radio and put his back to
the concrete. 


At once the entire column seemed to hurtle
forward.


Men ran up the ramp and charged out onto the
berths, into the warehouses, and up to the cranes. Sporadic fire from the
warehouses gave them little pause. The 6th Grenadier was overrunning the port,
each man running on the momentum of a dozen around him. They ran as if
propelled forward by all of the gunfire they had braved. This was it! Their
final Surge objective for the day and they had claimed it before the sun went
down!


“We will take a commanding position in the
port authority office.” Aschekind said.


Kern nodded weakly. He had barely a thought
left in his head. Looking haggard and pale, he picked up his radio by its
handle and carried it up the ramp alongside Aschekind. He surveyed his
surroundings with nervous energy, still unable to feel secure in victory.


As they cleared the ramp, the entire left
wall of the port authority office collapsed from repeated abuse to reveal a
little garage, probably for rescue or liaison vehicles. 


A muzzle flashed from inside and a shell
pierced the exposed side of an M4 tank.


Aschekind and Kern tumbled back as the
stricken tank exploded violently. 


They crouched, the sides of the ramp offering
some protection as they watched the unidentified Ayvartan heavy tank trundle
out of the remains of the port authority building.


 It was
like an old lion, scarred by hundreds of battles to maintain its territory. One
of its track guards had been blown clean off. One track looked to be on its
last few spins, riddled with bullet marks. All across its front from the gun
mantlet to the glacis, over a dozen cavities had been burnt into its face by
weak shell impacts. On the counterweight at the rear of the turret was a small
hole, maybe from a point blank panzerbuchse shot.


And yet, it challenged them again, the tank
that had killed so many. 


Like the black-uniformed Ayvartans it seemed
to have no sense of self-preservation. As long as it could make them bleed it
would fight. Kern’s whole body started to shake as it turned its turret to face
the remaining tank that had ushered the Grenadiers into the port. 


The M4 Sentinel opened fire directly into its
glacis plate at under a hundred meters.


Finally there was concrete damage –
the shell smashed the front hatch off the Ayvartan tank, exposing the
concussed driver behind the sticks, bleeding profusely from her head. 


But this was not the end for the tank. 


In retaliation the monster, the entire rest
of its crew still willing to fight, unleashed its own, larger, stronger gun,
and blew open the M4’s turret from front to back. So brutal was the impact that
the gun barrel went flying, the mantlet burst open, and the explosion ripped
apart the back of the turret, exposing the brutalized bodies of a dead gunner
and commander.


The M4’s front hatch slid open and the
remaining crew ran out, nursing bloody wounds.


Nobody evacuated from the Ayvartan tank. 


Another woman pulled the driver away and
took her place. 


Within seconds the giant tank backed into the
building, turned, and exited out onto the berths. It opened fire again, its
cannon and machine guns blaring as it enfiladed the troops charging ahead.
Behind Kern and Aschekind, frightened landsers started to pile up to watch the
scene. Watching their comrades speared through the back, they stared
helplessly.


Captain Aschekind turned to Kern. “Do you
know how to throw one of these?”


Panzerwurfmines – the canvas-finned anti-tank
grenade given to every few landsers as a last resort against tanks. Aschekind
had one in hand, and Kern had one in his pouch. Kern’s had belonged to a man he
had barely known who had died on the 25th of the Aster’s Gloom,
which seemed now so long ago. Kern didn’t remember his name. Kern didn’t
remember very many names at the moment. He remembered little at all in general.


He had seen film of men throwing the things,
and he had seen men throw it in the flesh.


He found himself nodding to the Captain,
saying “Yes sir!” He felt suddenly as though watching his own body from afar.
He was at once both scared witless and moving forward.


“I don’t trust anyone else to do this.”
Captain Aschekind said. “Run right behind me, and throw with me at the engine
block. I know that you can do this, Private Kern Beckert.”


Kern nodded again. He withdrew the
Panzerwurfmine and held it by its stick handle.


Captain Aschekind leaped up the solid sides
of the ramp and onto the concrete again. Kern pulled himself up, lacking the
man’s monstrous athleticism. They stacked up behind the wreck of the M4, and
moved around its side. A mere thirty meters away the Ayvartan tank had stopped,
leisurely blasting apart every concentration of men it found in the open.


Both its machine guns and its tank guns were
facing away. Its rear armor was exposed.


Without warning Aschekind ran out; but Kern
ran right behind him. 


Ayvartan rifle fire buzzed over from the
warehouses to the left. 


Officer and Private both stopped within
fifteen meters, pulled the covers off the bottom of their grenades, reared
back, and threw. In the air the canvas spins opened, and as the bombs descended
they started to spin, stabilizing their trajectories for maximum impact.


Aschekind’s bomb landed on the beast’s track
and burst right through it, sending road wheels flying and splitting the track
clean in half. A small chunk of the sideplate ripped.


Kern’s panzerwurfmine blew right through the
engine block and set the beast ablaze.


He would have celebrated – but then a rifle
bullet hit the concrete beside him. He and the Captain ran out to the burning
tank and crouched with it between them and the enemy.


“I hit it sir!” Kern said. He started to
weep. 


Finally he had destroyed the goddamned thing!


“Yes. You did.” Aschekind replied. “I knew
you would. In my time, I did it as well.”


Kern blinked, not quite recognizing what this
meant. 


He smiled weakly, and breathed deep.


Emboldened by the destruction of the tank,
the men grouping around the foot of the ramp finally ran up and charged the
warehouses on the left, taking the fight to the Ayvartans and getting some heat
off of Kern and the Captain. Together the two of them walked out from behind
the tank. Nobody inside the wreck was coming out or making a sound. 


Kern dared not check the front hatch. He
remembered Kennelman.


Captain Aschekind threw a fragmentation
grenade inside and walked away. Kern did not see the blast. He was not paying
attention to it. He just stood off to the side, waiting.


“You left your radio behind?” Captain
Aschekind asked him.


“Yes sir. Sorry. I thought I would run faster
without it.” Kern said.


“Go back and signal to the Kummetz that
the port of Bada Aso is ours.”


Kern nodded. He felt a thrill through his
whole body. 


They had won.


 It
didn’t bring back Schloss or Kennelman or all the men whose names Kern had
forgotten or never bothered to even learn but they had won. It was not for
nothing. 


The 6th Grenadier Division had completed its
objective.


He ran back out to the ramp, picked up his
radio, and tried to remember the naval contact frequency. There might not even
have been one – maybe he had to go through Patriarch in order to contact the
ship from the ground. He wracked his brain. What to do? 


Out across the wharf he saw the Destroyer
approaching.


He almost wondered if he could contact it
directly, it seemed so close to them.


 Perhaps that was only because of its size. 


It was a very large ship – Kern thought he
had never seen its like before, and he had traveled to Cissea in a pretty large
ship. Bristling with guns, over a hundred meters long, once the ship parked in
one of the berths, the port was as good as theirs. From the ground the
Ayvartans would never be able to overcome the firepower of the Kummetz.


Crouched beside the radio, Kern found it had
an even bigger hole in it than he remembered. One of the vacuum tubes was shot
– he could see right through it, and he saw that it had cracked and looked
dusty. Whenever he turned the dial it caused a little spark in the box. He felt
a sting and drew his hand away from the radio. It was dead too.


Sighing, he stood up and called out at the
approaching men. 


“Anyone got a working radio?”


Nobody acknowledged him.


As soon as he spoke a horrifying bellow
sounded at sea.


Kern crouched and covered his head
instinctively when he heard the explosions. Crawling up the ramp on his belly,
he looked out onto the water and his mouth hung open.


Shelling commenced from farther out at sea;
heavy bombardment turned the bridge of the Kummetz into a smoldering
column of fire belching smoke into the sky. Its forward turrets turned westward
and replied in kind, but Kern could not see clearly what the destroyer was
attacking at first. A salvo from the destroyer’s guns flew over the water.


He produced his binoculars and struggled to
keep them steady. 


He looked over the water.


Closing in on the wharf was a massive
Ayvartan ship, larger than the Kummetz. Two smaller ships behind it were
screening for what seemed like a troop transport. Two dozen aircraft in groups
of four overtook the vessels and soared over the wharf, tangling with the
outnumbered Nochtish aircraft. These were not the old biplanes he saw in photos
and diagrams. They were sturdy-looking monoplane designs flying in tight
formations. They must have come from a carrier not far from the berth-breaking
group headed for the port.


Kern watched as a pair of Archer planes out
at sea were overtaken by the incoming aircraft and quickly devoured by machine
gun fire. Noses and wings lit up across the Ayvartan formations – each craft
had multiple machine guns firing all at once.


Ambushed and bitten apart the Archers smoked,
spun out, and crashed into the water without putting up any kind of a fight.
Completely wiped out, and utterly helpless.


Shadows then swept across the terrain. Men
started to retreat out of the wharf area.


On the lead Ayvartan ship a pair of
enormous main guns sounded, and within seconds the deck of the Kummetz was
rocked by a series of explosions. Turrets burst into clouds of shredded
steel, and the bow of the destroyer started to list and take on water. 


Men leaped overboard and swam away. 


Across the water the rising flames and smoke
rippled in nightmarish reflections.


The remaining Motor Torpedo Boat accompanying
the Kummetz did not even attempt to launch its ordnance. Its crew dropped
anchor close to shore and abandoned ship, the crew rushing for the beaches
and up the rocky incline to Koba and the Nochtish lines.


At the edge of the pier a
short concrete berth for support craft exploded violently and dropped
a dozen men to sea. Across from the Port Authority building machine gun fire
speared across the front of a block of warehouses and dashed several men
securing the area. 


Ayvartan aircraft were diving with
impunity, coming down like birds of prey, their talons slashing across the open
concrete. Without any kind of allotted anti-aircraft weapons and with the
destroyer in flames, the Nochtish men were helpless to fight back. At
least ten Ayvartan aircraft buzzed over the port of Bada Aso, reigning over the
sky. 


Several more aircraft overflew the port and
penetrated to the central district.


Soon as the Kummetz started to visibly
sink, a naval volley thundered across the wharf.


Kern looked around for Captain Aschekind, and
couldn’t find him until he peered over his binoculars. The Captain and a few
men retreated from the warehouses and ducked along the ramp beside Kern. There
was nobody fighting anymore. They were all just targets now.


“Private Beckert, report to HQ, we are
retreating!” Captain Aschekind said.


Kern started to shake. He couldn’t speak anymore.



He felt like someone had plunged a knife
right into his brain. 


All around him, as easily as they had
triumphed, the 6th Grenadier had failed. Everything had swung against them in
what seemed like seconds. After all that struggle, all of that death. It took
less than half an hour to completely dismantle them.


All that escaped from his mouth was a
stammering, “vacuum tube’s shot. Can’t speak.”










South District, 1st Vorkämpfer HQ


Fruehauf’s hands trembled as she listened to
the report from the seaside.


“The Regiment is now ineffective.” Aschekind
said. “Between the three battalions we have maybe 500 men left in scattered
positions. We were too exposed to hold on.”


“That’s still almost a battalion-sized
force.” Fruehauf said. “You can maintain your positions until the rest of the
Division can be forwarded there. Think of it as a bridgehead.”


“It cannot hold. Those guns out at sea are
too much. The 6th Grenadier is not equipped to dislodge air and naval power of
that magnitude. I am requesting permission to withdraw to Koba until more air
support or naval support can be brought to bear.” Aschekind replied.


Fruehauf developed a slight stutter. 


She tried to conceal it, but she was under
too much stress. 


Earlier she had listened to the final
transmission from the Kummetz as it burned. Her captain had gone down with
the ship – mostly because he was trapped in a burning bridge.


Now she simply did not know what to say or
do. 


This was a defeat of a greater magnitude than
the mere setbacks faced in Matumaini, Penance and Umaiha. More Ayvartan troops
had come. There might even be an incoming Ayvartan offensive if the port was
wrested from them. They had air and sea support. Nobody could have foreseen
that the Ayvartans had been stalling for this.


As far as her information went the Ayvartan
Navy should have been almost inactive.


Freuhauf opened her mouth. Her girls were
watching. No words came from her lips.


Von Sturm then seized the radio from
Fruehauf’s hands and started to scream into it.


“You will not move from your position
Aschekind! I don’t care if the sky is falling in pieces over you! I need you to
cover the central district! My 13th Panzergrenadiers have almost taken the
center for good! You will not move from that piece of the map until the 13th has
secured the area! Understood?” He shouted, almost becoming hoarse.


“You issue a death sentence!” Aschekind
shouted back. His voice was so loud that Fruehauf could hear it from the
handset. “We have nothing that can hold against this force! They have a cruiser,
two frigates, and a troopship big enough to carry a division, and there’s an
aircraft carrier out at sea! We must give space for time or the 6th Division is
finished!”


“You are finished! You! Not the 6th Division!
If you move a meter back from that port, I am shredding your rank! You’ll be an
expendable sergeant in a reserve rifle platoon!”


“With all due respect sir; it appears I am
just as expendable a Captain as a Sergeant.”


Aschekind’s voice cut out. He had stopped
transmitting altogether.


Von Sturm stared dumbly at the radio, as if
he could not believe it worked that way.


“He’s finished! Make a note of it!” He
shouted at his staff nearby. “Fruehauf!”


“Yes sir!” Fruehauf stiffened up. She had to
set an example here. She had to.


“How are we doing in the northeast? Can any
of them divert center?” Von Sturm asked.


“Not any more than we have already sent.”
Fruehauf said. She found her words again quite quickly. When Von Sturm gave her
a stare smoldering with rage she could not remain quiet. “We haven’t been able
to break that Hill the Ayvartans reinforced; Nyota. They have almost a hundred
guns in place there. Even with air and armor support, I’m afraid the attack
there is at a standstill.” She averted her gaze from Von Sturm after speaking.


“What happened to our guns? Why aren’t they
shooting more?” Von Sturm said.


“They have not been able to fall into the
rhythm of the operation, sir.” Fruehauf said.


“What the hell does that even mean?”


Fruehauf held her hands together in front of
her, growing nervous. “Our self-propelled artillery like the M3 Hunters has
managed to keep up for the most part. Grounded artillery has had difficulty
firing into combat to support mobile forces. We have had a few friendly fire
incidents; and many other guns fell behind the advance altogether.”


“Where is Meist? Tell him to control that dog
Aschekind!” Von Sturm said.


Fruehauf nodded. 


She looked over her shoulder at Marie
and silently assigned her that task.


Von Sturm brushed his fingers through his
golden hair. He looked suddenly like a teenager in an ill-fitting suit, small,
afraid, growing pale, eyes wide and staring into space.


Fruehauf tried to coax him out of his foul
mood. She smiled and turned up the charm, fixing her hair a bit, hugging her
clipboard against her chest and leaning in a little to make the General feel
less small, the pom poms on her earrings dancing as she tipped her head.


“But sir, we can’t focus on the difficulties
all the time; thanks to your leadership there are several hopeful sides to
this. For example the attack in the center has almost broken–”


Von Sturm snapped and stomped his feet
twice on the floor, silencing Fruehauf.


“This is all your fault!” He swept his
arms across the room. “All of you, from day 1 you have utterly failed to carry
out even my simplest commands! You disgraceful incompetents! I lay every
failure here at your feet; and yet in the end it will be I who has to suffer
for them all! Look at this injustice you have brought upon me, you idiots!”


His voice was cracking and he spat when he
spoke. 


There were tears in his eyes. He cast
frightened glances about the room as though he was waiting for the staff to
fall on him like wolves. Fruehauf stepped away. 


He almost looked like he wanted to lunge
whenever he turned someone’s way.


Von Drachen suddenly stood up from the table,
and made as if to depart from the room.


“Where are you going?” Von Sturm shouted.
“Nothing smart to say, Von Drachen?”


Von Drachen looked over his shoulder. 


Fruehauf would have characterized his
expression as simply frowning, but it seemed eerily like much more than that.
Von Drachen looked hurt somehow. His eyes looked sunken and moist, and his
hooked nose had a slight drip. He sniffled and shook his head.


“I want to remember you as the amusing,
witty, collected sort of boy I knew before.”


Von Sturm stood in the middle of the room
staring at him with confusion as he left. 


Everyone else was just as speechless.


 Fruehauf did not quite understand what had
just transpired.


In the middle of this, Erika pulled down her
headset and tugged on Fruehauf’s sleeve and said, “Ma’am, I don’t know how
to process a request for retreat, please take this call.”


Vorkämpfer HQ became silent. 


Von Sturm sat at his table and covered his
face with his hands.










Central Sector, Ox FOB “Madiha’s House”


Soon as she exited the tunnel Gulab had been
fighting desperately once again. 


Her squadron came out of the civil
canteen near the home base to find a labyrinth of burning hulks just off of the
defensive line and dozens of men huddling behind them. Two of the Svechthans
were picked off by a Norgler almost immediately and nobody had time to mourn –
everyone ran off the street and rushed as fast as they could to take cover
behind the nearest surface. Nikka and the remaining Svechthans made for the corner
at the top of the street, but Gulab, Chadgura, Dabo and Jande ran forward
and jumped behind a half-circle of sandbags protecting a 76mm gun off the
left side of the Ayvartan line.


Since they began running the gun had not put
a single shell downrange.


For a second they caught their breaths behind
cover, having barely made it to safety.


“Why isn’t this gun shooting?” Gulab cried
out in anger, trying to yell over the gunfire.


To her surprise, she found huddled behind the
sandbags all the young soldiers she had met days earlier. She wanted to call
them kids, but they were just barely
adults. Adesh, Nnenia, and Eshe, all with their heads down. They looked up and
pointed at her in amazement when she appeared. Their commander, a soft-faced
and pretty Arjun with a peach slice clipped to his hair, banged on the side of
a radio and shouted into the handset.


Behind the gun was a scruffy looking man
leaning drowsily against the shield. 


He waved.


“No ammo, ma’am.” He shouted with a shrug. “I
dare say we’re kinda doomed here.”


“Shut up, Kufu!” Eshe shouted. “Nobody asked
you for your pessimistic opinion!”


Corporal Rahani put down the handset and
sighed. “Now’s not the time for this.”


“I agree.” Sergeant Chadgura said suddenly.
“Is there anything we can do to help?”


“You can’t go out!” Adesh interrupted. “Those
men are just waiting for that!”


Nnenia slid a small portable periscope over
to Gulab. 


She picked it up and looked over the sandbags
and across the fighting. 


Their little gun redoubt was
positioned diagonally and just off the western side of the defensive line,
across the street from the civil canteen, on the road running in front
of Madiha’s House. Twenty meters away the wreck of a Nocht troop
carrier and an assault gun shielded what seemed to Gulab like several squadrons
of men, who fought from in and around the remains of those vehicles. They
had practically split the line in two just by losing their vehicles in that
spot. A Hobgoblin wreck was the nearest piece of cover.


Overhead, Gulab spotted a group of aircraft. 


Orange spears from somewhere in the horizon
shot at them and dispersed them every few minutes, but they remained solidly in
control of the air space. Gulab figured that was long-range AA fire from Nyota
Hill to the northeast of Home. Judging by the wrecks of Hobgoblins all along
the defensive lines, it had been ineffective in defending the skies.


She handed the periscope to Chadgura and
urged her to look as well. 


“How are those planes?” Gulab asked.


“Out of bombs, we think. A few went down.”
Nnenia said.


“Good. Those planes are all that worried me.”
Gulab said. “Just let us handle the rest!”


“Ms. Kajari– err, I mean, Corporal Kajari,”
Adesh said, rubbing his hands together nervously. “It’s too dangerous to go out
now. We’re glad you came along but– you just can’t! You’ll get killed if you go
out there. We’ve seen so many people try it and–”


Gulab felt a surge of warm fondness for the
boy. She smiled, and lifted her chin up, and pressed her fist flat to her
chest. “You do not know me, Private. I don’t know the meaning of can’t! I can
run out, get some shells and run back. Just tell me where to go.”


“Please be careful, Corporal Kajari.”
Adesh said, frowning. He looked utterly deflated.


She sympathized with him. 


But Gulab did not let herself get bogged down
with fear. Certainly all the physical symptoms were present. She felt a thrill
along the surface of her skin, as though bugs were crawling on her. She felt a
slight shaking in her feet and across her hands. There was a slight ache in her
head. It must have been adrenaline and nerves, but it didn’t stop her.


Whenever she was overcome by fear,
someone had died or been hurt. 


Even Chadgura had been hurt before. 


Her grandfather had paid dearly for
it. 


She couldn’t allow that anymore. 


That was her bad star’s luck to bear and
nobody else should have to suffer for it.


“I will go, on my honor!” 


She turned to Corporal Rahani, who
looked terribly perplexed.


“I suppose they must have some ammunition
left inside the HQ proper.” He said softly. “They were hit by a shell at
the start of the enemy attack, but have since recovered.”


Gulab turned to Chadgura for permission. The
Sergeant clapped her hands.


“I agree with the urgency of the situation
and I also agree, regrettably, that there are not many solutions beside your
proposition. But please, do be careful. I do not believe that I would recover
easily from the loss of you at this juncture.” Chadgura said. Her voice sounded
awkward for once. Deadpan as it was, Gulab could see a lot of feeling behind
this.


She patted Chadgura on the shoulder. “I like
you too, comrade. So, I will be back.”


“We’ll be cheering.” Nnenia said. Eshe and
Adesh nodded, looking subdued.


Gulab took her rifle, crawled to the
back of the redoubt, and looked to the street corner.


“Nikka!” She yelled at the top of
her lungs. “I’m going to run out, keep them off me!”


From the corner a small head peeked out. 


“Are you mad, Gulachka?” She
shouted back.


“Maybe!” Gulab shouted back.


She thought she saw the Svechthan flash a
grin.


“I like your spirit
Tovarisch! Udači!”


Several submachine guns and Nikka’s rifle
suddenly appeared from around the corner.


Beside the overturned troop carrier, a
Norgler gunner using the damaged track for cover caught a bullet between
his eyes and slumped against his weapon, momentarily silencing a third of the
gunfire on the redoubt. Behind him his loader crawled up to the discarded gun.
Submachine gun rounds then started plinking off the vehicle’s armor and across
the dusty, torn-up concrete between the hulks, bouncing around the men. 


Heads started going down, the Nochtish
soldiers started stepping back.


Gulab took off running, discharging her rifle
toward her right flank on automatic.


Chadgura suddenly took off behind her,
twisting around her side to shoot as she ran. She held down the trigger and
sprayed the husk of an assault gun until her magazine emptied. Gulab nearly
paused mid-run, shocked to see the Sergeant go. Dabo and Jande were left speechless
behind, and got up over the sandbags momentarily to cover her. 


Combined, the threat of automatic fire from
the street corner, Nikka’s sniping, and Gulab and Chadgura’s haphazard running
and gunning bought enough time for the sprint. 


Not one rifle snapped at them as they crossed
the no-man’s-land. 


Both officers reached the Hobgoblin’s
battered metal corpse and crouched behind it, catching their breath for a
moment. It smelled strongly of oil and smoke and iron.


“Why did you run after me like that? You
could’ve been killed!” Gulab shouted.


Chadgura looked at her with that deadpan
expression of hers, blinking her eyes. 


She started talking abruptly, as though she
had rehearsed and was waiting for an opportunity to say these strange lines in
succession. “You see, it is a feature of my psychological condition that I
sometimes become too restless to remain in one place. At those times, I
sometimes jump in place, or run in a circle; now I was compelled–”


“You’re making excuses!” Gulab said. 


She grinned at Chadgura, more amused than
angry.


“It is for the best that I am present for
this tactical deployment.” Chadgura said. 


She reloaded her rifle, and Gulab did the
same. 


Whatever he reasons, she was glad for the
Sergeant’s company.


“Well, you are present, boss. Now what?”
Gulab looked to the side of the Hobgoblin. 


There was a stretch of ten meters or so to
get to the stairway, and then the steps up to the lobby, and finding safe cover
in said lobby, added perhaps ten more meters to the journey. On the other side
of the street, Nochtish riflemen behind the remains of sandbags and burnt out
frames of tanks exchanged fire with the troops garrisoning the school
lobby.


She waited patiently for Chadgura to survey
the area as well and give her a response.


The Sergeant pulled four grenades out of
her pouches. 


They looked like sealed bean cans.


“We throw all of these and run as quickly as
we can.” Chadgura said calmly.


Gulab blinked. She searched her own equipment
and found a single can in her bag.


Chadgura nodded her head. 


They pulled the pins and threw the first two
cans over the top of the tank wreck. 


Chadgura pulled the pins on her remaining
three grenades simultaneously and threw them after. As soon as they heard the
first bomb going off they took off running.


To their right several enemy positions had
been temporarily suppressed as a grenade went off near them. Gulab had hear the
cries of GRANATE from the line, and
caught glimpses of men crouched behind sandbags and metal debris from damaged
vehicles. They covered the few meters to the steps in seconds, and took the
first steps without slowing.


Then the enemy came alive again. 


Preceded by a chewing noise like that of
an automatic saw, bursts of Norgler machine gun fire flew beside them and
hit the walls around the lobby entrance. Bolt action rifle fire bit at their
heels and flew past their heads. Gulab and Chadgure bowed their heads and
raised their guns behind them as if that would provide any protection from the
lead.


A pair of Nochtish stick grenades landed a
few steps behind their feet and rolled down.


At the top of the stairs, Gulab and
Chadgura threw themselves through the door.


Fire and smoke and fragments blew in from
behind them. 


Medics scrambled to pull them from the
doorway and help them out of sight, behind the thick concrete walls. Though
dizzy at first Gulab recovered, feeling an urgency to check her own body and
quickly finding she was alright – and then feeling a different urgency.


“Everything there?” Gulab asked, breaking
away from a medic and grabbing Chadgura. She looked over the Sergeant,
searching behind her back, under arms, across her legs, for wounds. She patted
her chest and hips and squeezed her joints searching for injury.


“I’m unharmed.” Chadgura said, standing very
stiff and still while Gulab obsessed.


“Thank everything.” Gulab said, heaving a
sigh of relief. 


She collapsed against the wall.


Chadgura clapped her hands very rapidly.


In the lobby, two large groups of soldiers
huddled behind the concrete walls to the sides of the door. Because all of the
glass on the windows had been broken, and the ornate door frame had been
shattered by the fighting as well, there was only a strip about two meters wide
on either side of the broad, open doorway that was safe to stand on. They had
provisions stacked up against the corners, mostly boxes of various shell and
ammunition calibers. There was one broken mortar piece of maybe 81mm caliber,
and a smaller piece intact and unused. Behind the front desk a big radio box
was constantly monitored. 


There were maybe twenty-five people sitting
and standing around.


Periodically, fire from a Norgler or rifle
would soar through the middle and hit the back wall. So often had gunfire
penetrated the lobby that the back wall sported a crater a meter wide and
several centimeters deep, formed from hundreds, maybe thousands of bullet
impacts on it. After each burst of Norgler fire a man with a Danava light
machine gun peered through the window and fired a long burst into the sandbags
opposing them.


One of the medics who dragged them off the
door knelt beside them and offered them a nondescript bagged drink with a
cardboard straw. “You both ok?” He said. “Drink this.”


Gulab tasted it first – the drink was salty
and bitter and thick. “Yuck! It’s horrible.”


“It tastes bad but it will energize you.
What’s your errand, Corporal?” asked the Medic.


“We require 76mm gun ammunition.” Chadgura
said. She tasted the drink, and her left eye twitched ever so slightly as she
swallowed the slurry. “I assume you have some.”


“We probably do. Check the crates. Don’t know
how you expect to get out though.”


“Huh? You guys are stuck here?” Gulab asked,
making a face at the medic.


“I’d think so. Biggest bulge in the
Nochtish lines is right in front of us. They’re maybe fifteen meters away
from us. They almost penetrated into the lobby once before.” said the Medic.
“Had their tanks not been destroyed they would still be trying to charge us.
They must be waiting for reinforcements. Meanwhile we’re here waiting for some good
news.”


In the distance, several howitzer shells hit
the ground deep into the Nochtish lines, a hundred meters away. Gulab hunched
her shoulders, startled; she wondered what they hit.


“We don’t give orders though,” the Medic
smiled, “if you try and succeed, get word out that we’d really like to leave
this school before a tank sends a shell through the door.”


He stood up, and rushed across the room after
the next Norgler burst, rejoining a pair of medics on the other side of the
lobby. They sat together and shared the rest of the drink.


“We could go to the second floor, follow the
hallway to the west, and drop from a window.” Chadgura said. She seemed to
be musing to herself aloud.


Gulab stood up and sidled across the right
wall. 


She picked through the mound of supply crates
and found a box of 76mm shells, buried under crates of unused 60mm smoke
rounds. She found a canvas bag and stuffed five shells into the thing, and then
awkwardly rigged it to her belt and pouches like a backpack. It was heavy and
banged against her back when she moved, but manageable enough for her.


Errand completed, she returned to
Chadgura’s side, sat down, and sighed deeply. 


She put her fists to her cheeks and waited a
moment. 


Another five-second spray of Norgler fire
flew in.


Bits of lead dislodged from the wall and
clinked as they struck the ground. 


At the window the Danava was passed to a
young woman.


She took her turn shooting at the grey
uniforms.


“We’ve got a message on the radio!” Shouted a
young man behind the front desk.


Gulab and Chadgura looked over; so did
everyone else in the room. He set the radio atop the desk and turned up the
volume. It was connected to a speaker loud enough for the room. “–Repeat, this
is Ox Headquarters! Naval group ‘Qote’ has arrived in Bada Aso. The Revenant, Selkie, Selkie II, Charybdis and the Admiral Qote have arrived to support us. Naval and
air support will help to relieve the siege across the Central districts. Now is
the time to awaken, comrades! Seize your arms and fight! Push back against the
imperialists!”


“That sounded like C.W.O Maharani,” the Medic
said, “so help is coming?”


“You heard her, comrades!” shouted the woman
at the window. “Fight back!”


Everyone in the room seemed truly to awaken
at that point. The Medic and his friends recovered their weapons from the
corner and huddled at the window. The Danava gunner looked down her sight with
renewed zeal and did not hide away from the window, firing burst after burst of
automatic fire on the Nochtish line. Her comrades opened fire from the sides of
the doorway. This burst of energy seemed to take the grey uniforms by surprise.


Gulab looked over the supplies. 


She got an idea. She stood up and took the
60mm mortar in hand. She gathered some of the people hiding behind the desk,
and got them together near the center of the room and told them to hold
the mortar just so – suspended over their shoulders, at an angle more suitable
to a direct-fire cannon than a mortar. Confused by her intentions the hapless
non-commissioned signals staff served as her stand without making a peep.


“What the hell are you doing?” shouted the
Medic, watching Gulab as she schemed.


“Just watch! It’s a brilliant idea. Besides,
we’re only using a smoke round.”


The Medic stared between Gulab and the
confused signals men holding the mortar.


“What?” He asked again, gesturing
impotently at the contraption.


Gulab had no time to explain any further.
“Chadgura, get ready!”


She nonchalantly punched a mortar shell
down the tube. 


It shook, and the shell soared out the door. 


Both signals staff members holding the mortar
fell back, and the backplate on the piece snapped, but the shell crashed into
the street outside and kicked up the smokescreen.


“Ho ho ho! It worked! It worked!” Gulab
shouted. She took Chadgura by the arm.


In seconds the smoke had risen high
enough, and the two of them ran out of the lobby, stomping down the steps.
Sporadic fire from startled enemies crashing around them. They leaped off the
steps and ran for the tank. When the Norgler started shooting, they were well
away, and the lobby had engaged the enemy again and given them their next
chance.


Soon they cleared the tank and returned
to the sandbags with the shells in tow.


Adesh, Nnenia and Eshe stared, mouths agape,
when Gulab and Chadgura reappeared. They had all kinds of cuts on their
uniforms – those bullets had come a lot closer than they thought in the middle
of things. Didn’t matter. Gulab unloaded her bag and offered Corporal
Rahani a 76mm shell like it was a piece of candy, with a big,
self-congratulatory grin on her face. Chadgura collapsed behind the walls and
started clapping hard.


“Anyway, we’re all saved. Naval and air’s on
its way to clean up here.” Gulab said.


“Air and naval?” Eshe asked, crawling to the
gun. “From where?”


Gulab shrugged. “Dunno. Somewhere in the
ocean. You’re welcome, by the way.”


“My, my, you are quite reliable, Corporal.”
Rahani said softly. “Thank you for your help. Adesh, please get behind the gun.
We only have five shots; but I have faith in you.”


“Yes sir!” Adesh said. He glanced over Gulab
with awe before taking his place behind the gun. Eshe pulled the crate behind
the gun shield. Nnenia and Kufu lifted the gun by the bracing legs and adjusted
it. Rahani called their first target – the overturned APC in front.


“Adjust elevation to account for proximity,
and fire when ready, my precious crew!”


Gulab peeked out with the periscope while
Adesh punched the shell into place.


With a target less than thirty meters away it
was not a question of hitting or missing, but the effect achieved. In this
case, the 76mm HE shell easily punched through the thin armor of the
overturned half-track troop carrier, even without a penetrating nose, due to
the proximity and the muzzle velocity of the gun. Rahani was likely counting on
this. Behind the carrier Gulab saw the burst of fire and smoke from the shell. 


Then she saw men running and crawling away.


Many were bleeding or mauled. 


Behind her, Nnenia helped traverse the gun
further to the left. Eshe pushed away some of the sandbags from the wall to
give space for the gun to be moved in this fashion.


“Hit the assault gun wreck and then shoot the
sandbags!” Corporal Rahani called out.


Adesh easily obliged. 


He put a shell right through a large
hole that had been bored through the dead tank by whatever killed it first, and
penetrated the flimsy, decayed armor on the other side. Again he hit the men
hiding behind the gun. Gulab saw the concrete and dust flying behind the
obstacle. This time no one sprinted away, though a few did crawl
desperately.


All across the line the defenders started to
awaken. 


Over the lazy, sporadic din of the Norglers
she heard again the belabored thock thock thock of Danava
and Khroda guns, and the sharp whiplash of rifles, the chachachachak of
submachine guns from the Svechthans on the street corner. 


She saw men and women charge out of the lobby
and take the steps again.


Rahani’s crew launched another shell and sent
flying a wall of sandbags, tossing away a half-dozen Nochtish men who must have
thought the arrangement convenient until now.


“One more down the road! Turn the
fiends back, my beautiful crew!” Rahani said.


“I’m feelin’ like objecting to these!” Kufu
groaned as he helped traverse the gun.


Gulab sat back and laughed. 


She just could hear the triumphant marching
drums and trumpets in her head already, the battle hymn of the socialists; she
felt energized. She knew that she had not been abandoned, that help was on its
way. They all knew it now, they knew it from each other, even if they had not
heard the radio address from the Headquarters. Perhaps each of them had seen
one comrade who had started to fight, and it renewed the strength of them all.


At their side, the Svechthans reappeared from
the street corner. They pushed out all of the sandbags, and started shooting
from over them. Nikka seemed to be having a great time.


“Like shooting ducks frozen into the lake!”
She said. She looked through her scope and easily picked off a man lying on the
ground behind the stock of a Norgler. Gulab had barely seen him before she got
him. Svechthan submachine gunners laid down a curtain of fire against the
enemy. Not a single rifle seemed to retaliate against them now. 


Grenadiers scattered; the volume of fire was
too much for them.


Then came the sound of tracks, and Gulab
could pick it out even amid all the shooting.


“To the south! Adesh, you can see them, can’t
you?” Rahani asked. He pointed south.


“Reinforcements; we can’t let this break
our counterstroke!” Nikka warned.


From the bottom of the main street
Gulab saw a group of tanks approaching.


 Everyone scrambled to turn the gun back to the
right, but they had only two shells left! Nnenia and Kufu set down the gun, and
laid back on the floor, exhausted. Adesh pulled the firing pin; his shell
struck the track guard of an M4 Sentinel and blew it off. 


One shell left; it was no good–


Over the advancing tanks a massive shell
descended, casting a very brief shadow.


When it crashed, all five tanks disappeared
into a grand fireball. 


A hole was smashed into the road six meters
in diameter and four deep.


Adesh looked over his gun shield as though
wondering if he had done such a thing.


When the rest of the heavy shells started to
drop, it was clear that it was not him. 


Nonetheless, he smiled, and laughed. 


Nnenia and Eshe took him into their arms.
Rahani burst out laughing as well. It was not exactly funny by itself to see
the Nochtish men being blasted to pieces. But Gulab thought that everyone was
so glad to be alive that there was no other natural response.


“We held!” Shouted the younger gun crew
members together. “We held! We held!”


Rahani clapped his hands softly along with
them, as though providing percussion. Nikka and the Svechthans seemed to fall
over on their backs all at once, like dolls pushed by the wind. They had the
same grumpy faces as usual, but seemed contented nonetheless.


Gulab pulled down the periscope and
surveyed the carnage unfolding along the line.


All along the road Nochtish men left their
arms and hurried away as the naval artillery rolled over their path. Hurtling
shells from 300mm and 200mm guns stomped massive holes into the tar and
concrete and cast vast clouds of fast-moving debris and fragments. Previous
artillery volleys seemed like a child throwing rocks in comparison to the
overwhelming power on display. Choking smoke and the stench of gunpowder spread
rapidly across the Nochtish lines. Even men safely ensconced in buildings
retreated from the disaster unfolding. Troop carriers freshly arrived
abruptly reversed their course.


Ahead of them a Nochtish Archer plane crashed
near the line, its wings and cockpit riddled with bullet holes. Gulab heard the
familiar, lazy sound of the propellers on a modern Garuda fighter
plane, and then saw the long green shapes cutting through the sky and
chasing after Nochtish planes. There were far less Garuda in the Air Force than
the old Anka biplane fighters – but in the Navy, the Anka had been completely
replaced.


Now Nocht got a taste of their own medicine
in the air, as a fighter as capable as their own outnumbered them. Archer
planes banked and rolled and struggled with all of their might and skill shake
off the Garudas, but there were three green planes to every gray plane.


Within thirty minutes it became clear that
the attack was completely broken. The Nochtish troops had given up all of the
hundreds of meters they had gained on Sector Home. Twenty meters from the door,
and they had been turned away. Above, the Nochtish Air Force either flew
away wounded or crashed down to earth. The 3rd Line Corps had held.


“We held!” Gulab joined in, seated against
the sadbags, wrapping her arms around Chadgura and kicking her legs. “We held!
We held! Eat shit imperialist scum!”


Chadgura did not clap or cheer or protest. 


Instead she simply sat, seeming almost
relaxed.










34th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


Adjar Dominance, City of Bada Aso – South
District, 1st Vorkämpfer HQ


 


“All of the reports say the same, sir. In the
Central District, and in the East–”


“That can’t be right. It can’t be right. They
must be in the wrong place.”


“No sir, they retraced the Panzergrenadier’s
attack path from yesterday.”


“They must have fucked up somewhere! At this
point I would not put that past all of you numbskulls! I’m telling you it is
impossible. Give me that radio, I want to hear this.”


Von Sturm seized the radio handset from
Fruehauf and leaned in on the radio. Fruehauf leaned in beside the general so
she could listen. He did not seem to mind, and even included her. Perhaps he
thought she would hear something that might vindicate his point of view.


“Lieutenant, repeat for us again. Have you made contact with the
enemy?” He asked.


One of the Jäger patrols sent to the
central district responded quickly and calmly.


“Negative sir. We think there might be a
minefield further up the streets, but the central district is a ghost town. Our
combat patrol has met no resistance. Twenty men, and we just walked right past
the shell craters, right past the husks of all our lost tanks, and right up to
their supposed headquarters. Nothing here, sir. They must have fully retreated
at night.”


“Repeat that again, Lieutenant, because you
are not making sense. You returned to the combat area from yesterday, to the
central sector, to the school. You found nothing there?”


Even the Jäger sounded exasperated with General Von
Sturm’s attitude at the moment.


“No enemies, sir. Their entire line was
uprooted. I don’t know what more I can say. I have taken photographs so you can
see it. You could send a Squire to come fetch us and get them back even faster.
I dare say, sir, the Squire won’t meet any resistance at all.”


Von Sturm seemed to want to ask him to repeat
one more time, but he did not.


 He
returned the radio handset to Fruehauf, who stared at him as he shambled back
to the stable and sat down. He steepled his fingers, fidgeting by touching the
tips of each linked pair of fingers in sequence, as if he were playing some
kind of instrument. 


He had a glassy kind of look in his eyes.


Fruehauf felt the same way, but perhaps
because it was not her planning that was thrown into confusion, it did not hit
her as hard. Still, she had to wonder, and it gave her a feeling of dread,
clawing in her stomach, when she considered how little everyone knew.


Yesterday was a setback, but they had made
some gains and they still had large amount of troops and equipment that was
ready to throw in. They had been planning to probe the Ayvartan central
positions, and to prepare their own defenses. Requests to the Bundesmarine and
Luftlotte were still being sorted, so operations on the seaside had been
put off. Though at a standstill, the situation was not completely untenable for
the city invaders. Had the Ayvartans decided to attack and exploit
their momentum from the day before, the Panzergrenadiers and Azul could have easily counterattacked and
punished them. Everything was still salvageable. No Ayvartan attack had
followed them south.


So on the morning of the 34th Von Sturm sent
his patrols.


Everyone awaitied critical intelligence on
the enemy’s disposition.


Once they received the initial scouting
reports, however, the information haunted them.


On everyone’s minds the question was: why did
the Ayvartans retreat from every sector that they had won the day before? Why
was there no pitched fighting against Surge? 


Why was there no counterattack? 


On the 33rd they had rebuffed all of the
Nochtish strength, and yet now their ships were silent, their planes were
grounded, and there was not a communist man on the streets of Bada Aso who was
looking to fight with a capitalist one. Why? How? 


Everyone in the Vorkämpfer was unsettled. 


It simply made no sense.


It was unprecedented.


“We will use the time to regroup. Push
everything up as far as the Ayvartan are willing to let us move, and then
launch rapid attacks again against the North. We will go along the east to
avoid their ships. Move in quickly. If they’re giving us this then we’re taking
it.” Von Sturm declared. “They must be fools, complete fools, just like we
thought. Fruehauf, call in the combat engineers, I want every significant
structure and every street examined for mines and traps. Relocate the wounded
south, and forward all reserves north.”


Fruehauf nodded. She felt helpless in the
face of all this. “Yes sir. Right away sir.”


Von Sturm looked at the table and rubbed his
hands. 


“They must be fools, just like we thought.
All of their little victories so far have been nothing but flukes. We’ll end it
tomorrow. We can win this; we can still win this!”










22.  Hell Awakens


 


 










29th of the Yarrow’s Sun, 2007 D.C.E


Adjar Dominance, City of Bada Aso – Central
District


 


She held on to her hat and bag for dear life
as she dashed through the Msanii, the traditional marketplace, evading the
kiosks and leaping over goods on carpets, her steps inaudible above the murmur
of the crowd. She cast breathless glances over her shoulder.


Was he gone? 


There were people everywhere around her, in
robes and shawls and headscarves and long flowing garbs, a few in shirts and
overalls – there was only one man in a uniform. Around her the street was
thick with people, dozens of men and women in a crowd.


It was a festival day; in front of various
kiosks a crowd of at least twenty people stood around waiting to purchase a
miniature wooden chariot for the Ratha-Yatra celebration.


She pushed past them without slowing and ran
along the gutter, ducking around the people coming and going on the street,
running under carried packages, beneath the held hands of couples, and through
the gaggles of cared-for children visiting with their parents.


Her little heart pounded in her chest. 


Did she lose him in the market? 


Though there was only a single package in her
satchel it felt incredibly heavy. 


She had run her thin legs raw.


At the other end of the market street
she stopped to catch her breath, thinking that she must have lost him in that
mess. She looked past and into the throng, gasping. Her chest heaved up and
down under her boyish vest and dress shirt. She pressed her hat against her
head, tufts of short, straight hair falling over her cheek and ears and the
back of her neck.


“Thief! That boy’s a thief! Stop him! Stop
him! Someone grab his fuckin’ hand, now!”


She saw a headscarf go flying, and a box of
pastries falling along with a dazed man. 


There was a guard shoving his way through the
crowd toward her like a tusk-fiend, and Madiha took off running again, her
chest tight, her throat raw, her eyes tearing up. She no longer knew where she
was going – she hardly ever detoured through the lower central district.
The Zaidi,
the socialists she worked for, avoided the shadow that the imperial
administration cast here. There were more alert guards and one could not bribe
them. 


Any coin in her pockets was useless for this
zealous man. He was not bought. 


He would beat her!


Perhaps she could have run to the house of a
Social Democrat here – if the Zaidi weren’t feuding with them at the moment.
Instead, all she could do was run into unfamiliar alleys. She heard his
tramping behind her, growing ever closer. She was gasping for every breath. Her
legs felt like giving out. She dashed past a little street made up of old
stones.


In her satchel she carried a revolver, and
she knew if she aimed for his head she could kill him, but it was not dark out,
and she knew no place she could lead him to where she could kill him and be
safe from discovery. She felt the gun clanking inside her bag, useless.


Over her shoulder she saw him take the corner
and spot her with his bloodshot eyes.


She bowed her head and swerved into a tight
corner – and found a dead end punctuated by a large green metal garbage bin.
Unbelieving, she stared at it for a moment. 


She was trapped.


Madiha rushed to the garbage bin and started
to climb it. 


Then a bullet pierced the lid.


“Stop you fucking rat!” Shouted the guard, in
a voice so loud it seemed to resonate within Madiha’s flesh. Though she was
seven or eight years old (she knew not with accuracy which) she was tall for
her age, and the guard had only a head on her, but he was burly
and rough-looking, with a yellow and red burn scar along his thick neck.
In his hands was a concealable revolver that the police used. They could draw it
within a second.


He picked her up as if she weighed nothing,
and slammed her against the garbage bin.


She cried out and dropped her bag. Her hat
went to the floor. She crumpled against the garbage bin, trying to choke back
tears and all kinds of miserable sounds. She thought she felt a rip in her
vest, along her back; she thought she felt a rip in her spine, it
hurt so much.


The Guard hovered over her, staring at her
quizzically. He looked around the alley, and he looked behind himself. There
was nobody around. There were tiny windows on the left-hand building enclosing
the alley, and he looked into them and seemed satisfied nobody was watching. He
produced his truncheon and prodded Madiha, lifting up her chin, pressing
against her stomach, tapping her on the peak of the head a little too roughly.


“Shit, you’re a girl? Spirits defend.” The
Guard spat on the floor of the alley. “Woulda hit you less hard. Fuck you
dressing up like that for? What’s the world coming to?”


Madiha breathed roughly and silently.
She hadn’t worn a dress or a Shari and parkar in over a year. To her none of
this meant “dressing like a boy” – but the guards cared little.


The Guard picked up her bag and withdrew
the package. 


He was quick about it. He knew all along that
she must have been ferrying something important. Kids carried all kinds of
things in bags in Bada Aso. Gangs used kids to steal things or to transport
money. Madiha’s satchel was a special brand of bag that was big and light and
popular with working homeless kids. Most gangs forced the children to bring (or
steal) their own bags in order to work, but Madiha had gotten hers from the
Zaidis.


“Should’ve stopped when I told you. If your
mother ain’t gonna learn you, I will.”


Madiha laid against the garbage bin, her
spine screaming with agony. She felt like bending double and rolling up into a
ball, but she was in too much pain to move. Nobody had ever hit her so hard in
her life, and she had been hit often already. This was different. She thought
this must have been what it was like to be hit by someone trying to kill.


A shadow obscured her; the Guard knelt down.
He pressed the letter against her face, waving the paper cruelly and mockingly
against her nose, flicking the tip with the envelope.


“What’re you carrying here? Tell me who gave
you this. You tell me here and you can go, but if you don’t I’m gonna have to
take you down to the guard house.” He said.


She struggled to make any kind of
acknowledgement. She stared at him; she glared.


“Giving me the evil eye? Ain’t nobody
gonna care about a little vagrant on the street. You tell me something right
now or you’ll be leaving without teeth, and trust me, there hasn’t been a
single happily married girl in this city lately who’s been missing her fangs.”


Madiha said nothing back to him. She stared
right into his eyes as if through him. She struggled to breathe. Her head was
turning hot; a red haze that obscured the edges of her vision. He took his
truncheon again and he raised it up into the air to beat her over the head.


“Don’t touch me!” Madiha shouted. She waved
her arm as if slapping him away.


At once, the Guard’s legs swept out from
under him, and a force drove into his gut in mid-air and sent him crashing back
hard onto the stones. He squirmed on the ground.


Madiha struggled to stand, and hobbled
toward the man. 


He stretched along the floor in pain,
disoriented, twitching. 


He swept his leg impotently at her and nearly
tripped her up. 


She fell on her knees over him, and she
pushed her hands against his head as if she were trying to pump something into
his skin. At once, his eyes went glassy. 


He babbled for a second.


She felt the power in her fingers forming a
weak connection to him. Flashes of thought and emotion seeped from his mind to
her own. She saw in him a desperate, chained-up monstrous thing, and she
set it ablaze, and it howled and screamed until it died.


Then he remained quiet, placid, staring at
the sky as if he had found a new dimension to the color blue. Madiha had burnt
all of his aggression – and maybe other things with it.


Her own mind recovered from the eldritch
process with astonishing quickness.


She caught her breath and stood slowly up,
gently helping herself upright by the wall. She was in terrible pain
still, but she could walk and given a bit of effort she could even run. She
picked up her satchel, took the letter from the floor and put it back. She
would have to explain what happened, but at least today’s delivery was to
Chinedu Kimani. Anyone else and she might have felt anxious explaining, but
Kimani would understand.


Madiha Nakar, the favored courier of the
Zaidi socialists of Bada Aso, took off running again. Her routine consisted of
running, and fighting was not unknown to her. Though she was little and
still feeling shocks of what had transpired, she would not let it stop her. It
was not only her height and precocious intellect that drew the Zaidi to her. It
was not even the strange abilities she exhibited. Above all else what they
prized was her conviction.


Unlike the other children conscripted around
Bada Aso, Madiha Nakar was a volunteer.


 


~ ~ ~


 


A nascent Bada Aso, little more than
stones at the edge of the sea, labored to renew a cycle. Skies
unfathomably ancient watched as the young race below meddled with forces
quite beyond their understanding. 


Chanting overwhelmed the natural song of the
night. Figures danced under the dark. Naked men and women traced dizzying
patterns with their sweating, gyrating bodies. Shadows played about the stones.
The People screamed and struggled for the primordial lifegiver to accept their
offerings, and to keep the world moving, sweating, burning.


Clad in pelts and tusks, the Seer left the
dance near the apex of its sound. Dusts were cast into the bonfire and it raged
ever higher; the dancers, the chanters and drummers stamped and screamed
and beat louder, working their bodies raw from a pleasurable fatigue to an
exquisite pain. The Seer approached the edge of the Umaiha and followed the
riverside below the earth. In the seaside caverns and tunnels beneath the
sacred site rich, thick fumes from the soil’s underbelly overcame the
senses and brought visions to the religious mind. Arms and legs shaking, the
seer fell to the floor, knees quaking against the stone, hands thrust skyward,
taking deep, greedy breaths. 


Sickly sour gas burnt the nostrils and
eyes and spun shapes in the air.


Hours passed. 


Gradually the dance worked itself down from
its climax. Leaning on a stick, feet unstable, stomach churning, the Seer
returned to the circle of stones. Before the fire, the fumes escaped from the
Seer’s throat and nostrils. Suddenly the fire rose, higher than ever, and
threatened to consume the Seer. Flames spun across the circle like ribbons in
the wind.


In the bonfire appeared the Warlord, the
executioner that fanned the flames.


Madiha Nakar stood in the midst of shadowed
figures vaguely in the shape of Ayvartan men and women. She was not naked like
them; her ahistorical military uniform had traveled to the world of the
visions. It was the anchor of her sanity within this false antiquity.


The Seer’s featureless face suddenly split
down the middle.


Madiha saw a flash of teeth.


“Cunning, Command, Fearlessness, Ferocity.”
It said. 


This mockery of her people’s shape could no
longer replicate their voices to her. 


She knew it for what it was – a figment meant
to control her. A familiar of some millennia-removed shaman, dragged from the
shadows into her head. Its voice was a series of harsh, seemingly unrelated
noises that produced words in her mind.


“I know what you are and I know what I am.” Madiha
said decisively.


On the Seer’s split mockery of a face
the teeth ground. “You don’t really know anything. Your kind can’t know
anymore. You’re in a world long past able to know.”


Madiha had no answer to that. 


Magic was dead in their world. He was correct
about that.


He seemed to take her silence as a
personal triumph. He spoke with new haste.


“Madiha Nakar, there is only one reason we
speak.” So fervently did the mouth now speak that the upper half of its
face quivered and shook and thrashed about like the top of a hood. Madiha felt
a certain disgust. It was almost painful to stare at this fiend. “Madiha Nakar,
you are again chosen. Once before, I assigned you a terrible fate; but you
are a different person now, a different candidate, for a different destiny. The
Warlord continues a cycle that has sustained life for millennia. In this age of
ignorance you give nourishment to the flame, as your predecessors have done.
You will be hated, and ultimately, destroyed. You will be the monster of your
era. You are the martyr of a blind race.”


“Ayvartans, or humans as a whole?” Madiha
asked, eyes still averted from the monster.


Vertical rows of teeth clicked and clacked
but offered no audible explanation to her.


“You have been the source of confusion and
suffering for me. I demand an answer.”


A bloated black tongue escaped the teeth and
seemed to mock her. 


Wild laughter ensued.


“I am here to see the ancient will carried
out and nothing more. I have done what was necessary to see the flame set
alight for this generation. That is my destiny, and your own.”


Madiha felt the burning in her. 


She felt the heat trace every sinew in her
brain, she felt the power like a pressure against her eyesockets. When she
moved her fingers she felt potential, thrumming inside of her, the
latent ability to invoke something alien, strong. This was with her now, every
second of the day, slowly fading into the background. It was like the sensation
of wearing clothes. She knew how it felt to be bare, but clothes still felt
like a second skin.


She remembered what she did as a child, what
she had practiced, and she held out her left hand toward the monster. Something
swept out toward the beast, but only in her recollection of the moment; in
reality the power was noiseless, and had no tell. 


Madiha moved her arms and in an instant the
creature writhed, its shape bubbling.


“You can’t do this.” There was no pain or
distress in its false voice despite the thrashing and shaking of its oozing,
shadowy body. Its teeth clattered and snapped but made no sound.


“I am doing it.” It took no effort on her
part to double the pressure. Its body collapsed, becoming ever more shapeless
and inky, spilling on the floor like a puddle of blood.


“It is your destiny. It is imprinted on you.
It is in our flesh. We cannot escape the blood. Your destiny; our destiny; the
people’s destiny; has been an unbroken line traced from antiquity to modernity.
Cycle after cycle, we have witnessed it. We are slaves to it.”


“We? So you want to be a part of this? But
you can’t disguise yourself as me anymore.”


“So long as you desire this power you
must acknowledge yourself, myself, and us.”


Madiha grinned. “I acknowledge that I possess
a monstrous ability and I even acknowledge that it may have the history
you claim it does; but I refuse predestination. I am nobody’s slave; and
you are unnecessary to my functioning. I am going to excise you.”


A soundless scream escaped its gnashing
mouth. “You will feed the flame. Your era of ignorance still needs the flame.
Your kind will never outgrow the flame. There must always be fuel that burns
for humankind to see in the shadow. It is in your nature.”


“You are not human and you can never know.
You are a tool created by a people that has seen midnight. Your world may
never change but mine visibly has.” Madiha replied.


Sound returned. 


Now she heard the sloshing of its thrashing
body, the gnashing of its teeth. Its voice finally took on an affect. It was
furious. ”I will return; when you lie broken in the soil, stomped to
pieces by every foot in the world, a hated thing, an unloved thing, a thing,
broken and befouled meat; Ayvarta will select another of your kind to
carry its wrath.”


“You are not Ayvarta.” Madiha said. “Ayvarta
has changed. It has transformed.”


“He said that too; and you destroyed
everything he built. Human works are temporary. Each of you has tried to defy
your fate and your fate has overcome you. I am the part of you that is eternal.
I am the only part of you that matters to the natural order of the world.”


“Humans are not immutable. They are
self-constructed in many ways. You admit you are part of me; so you are a human
work. And you are right, human works are temporary.”


She made a visible effort, and the force
inflicted upon the being grew stronger.


Under the creature’s black, inky flesh a red
core flashed brightly and then collapsed. As if draining through a hole in the
world the creature tore away from existence altogether. Everything started to
quiver and to shake itself apart. Overhead the sky fell, and around her the
stones cracked. Finally, brick by brick the Bada Aso she knew came into sharp
relief.


Madiha was no longer in the vision of an
ancient, wild Ayvarta where a fractious people fought wars to escape
depredation; she was in a new Ayvarta that needed protecting.


Things would be different this time. 


She had to believe that. Though she knew that
when she woke her resolve would wane against the harsh material world, she
tasted the surety of the vision world for as long as she could, and for once,
she drew strength from it instead of fear. She had the fire in her.










35th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


Adjar Dominance, City of Bada Aso – South
District, 1st Vorkämpfer HQ


 


“Damn it all! This fucking rock! There’s
always another problem here isn’t there?”


Von Sturm ripped the marked-up map from the
table and threw it into the air in disgust. Around him his planning staff
looked demoralized. A few meekly recovered the map but did not dare to present
it to the General again. Fruehauf watched from the corner, waiting to relay
orders back to the field. She was anxious enough she nearly forgot to breathe.


“Patriarch?” A call came in. Fruehauf
responded affirmatively, and the man commenced with his report. “We began
clearing the minefields. They were very sloppily placed, but the concentrations
are huge. I’ve already lost one man to them. We are looking for alternatives
but there’s no other roads north that can support a broad front approach.”


“I understand. Have the Ayvartans made any
show of force? Aircraft or shelling?”


“Nothing whatsoever. It’s like they’ve
vanished into thin air. But they made damn sure to booby trap every good road
before they did. We’re still taking precautions just in case.”


“A single shot from that heavy cruiser in the
port could be deadly to your operations. Be ready to evacuate in case anything
happens. But try to clear out at least one road north. Concentrate your
efforts. The General considers this task valuable and pressing.”


“Yes ma’am. Tell him if he wants it to go
faster he should send us more bangalores.”


He took his leave and returned to his
work. Fruehauf thought the man’s tone a little inappropriate, but she kept
it to herself. Throughout the front the troops were losing faith and respect in
General Von Sturm. She, who worked closely with him, had a dimmer view from the
outset, but most of his troops had been loyal to him, and they had been
ready to defer to his commands earnestly. Now even his 13th Panzergrenadiers
were embittered.


She turned from the radio and approached the
table, clipboard pressed over her chest.


“Sir, we’ve received word that the minefields
are being cleared as quickly as possible.”


Von Sturm raised his eyes from the table to
Fruehauf’s face. He gestured to the table.


“You’re always standing up. Sit down, you’re
making me nervous.” He said softly.


Fruehauf nodded, and took a chair. Her heart
raced. Beside Von Sturm the rest of the chairs on the table were vacant. Von
Drachen had not returned to the HQ since yesterday.


“How are we doing on moving materiel to the
central district?” He asked.


“We’re going slower than expected. With the
port captured and threatening the eastern section, and our horses having
to move around that gaping hole in Matumaini, and the flood damage in Umaiha,
we have very few paths we can move supplies through.” Fruehauf said.


“I’m willing to put off a large-scale attack
another day.” Von Sturm said.


Fruehauf nodded. This was not in the plan
they discussed yesterday, but at this point it would come as a welcome relief.
“What about the combat patrols moving north?”


“I was getting to that.” Von Sturm said,
raising his voice, but not to the level of aggravation he exhibited in days
past. “Continue the minefield clearing. That must be our top priority. When it
becomes possible, I want a mechanized platoon moving up through Karkala and
Main. Lend them a tank from a tank company if one becomes available.”


“Same mission as outlined yesterday?”
Fruehauf asked, holding pen to clipboard.


“Expand the timetable, but yes. I want them
to search for the enemy. I don’t want them to engage unless they feel they have
found a weakness, because large reinforcements will not be ready to support
them. But we need to find the Ayvartans. We need to find them.”


“I understand sir. I will convey your orders
to the troops.” Fruehauf said.


“Right.” Von Sturm steepled his fingers.
“Hey. Listen, Fruehauf. You– you’re doing good work. You clearly know– you know
how a radio works. You’re good at that.” 


He was hesitating a little as he spoke.


“Yes sir.” Fruehauf said, puzzled. This was
coming too little and too late for her.


“Out of everyone here, I, well, I can’t blame
you. You’ve been doing your job.”


“Thank you sir.” She replied. She wasn’t
exactly smiling. It was hard to respond.


He looked to his side at nothing in
particular, perhaps just to avoid looking at her.


Fruehauf took this as her cue to return to
her radios. 


She wanted to sigh and maybe shake her head.


But if the General was in a pensive mood,
then at least he wasn’t in a raging one.










Southwest District, Penance Road


Kern remembered the man’s name, thank
god. It was Voss. He didn’t recall the first name. He would avoid using
it. He just needed to call him Voss to satisfy the etiquette.


Technically, Kern should have been going to a
hospital as well, but after having fragments extracted and a roll of bandages
around his chest and back, he requested and received special permission to walk
it off because he was part of a headquarters company. Before anything else
happened he needed to see Voss – particularly because his name was starting to
mix in Kern’s muddled mind with Schloss. Voss had been transferred
from the old field hospital to a sturdier and intact building just off of
Penance road.


As he walked along the road west from the
South district, he saw a tank with an anti-air gun hitched crudely to its back
plate, dragging it along the road up to the defensive line that had been
hastily assembled the day before. There would be no movement forward in the
West, not with that Ayvartan naval group holding the port. Penance was very
tense. Kern could see the remains of the Cathedral from afar as he neared.



He remembered the division fighting hard to
secure it.


Kern checked his map. 


He found himself soon in front of the new
field hospital, set inside a tenement with twenty little apartments. It
was a red brick building, tall and wide, and a white cross had been painted on
it so that it could be quickly identified. Past the door, a young woman asked
for his credentials and whom he wanted to see. Kern showed her the letter that
Captain– Lieutenant Aschekind had
signed for him. She nodded, and led him up one floor.


Each apartment contained a little reading
room with a table, a couch and bookshelves, a little bedroom off of a side
door, and a bathroom and shower off another door. For space concerns, the
reading room had been cleared out and two beds installed there. A man in a full
body cast occupied one bed. On the other was Voss, sleeping; his dark blond
hair had been cropped, and his patchy facial hair had been shaved completely,
but he looked familiar enough nevertheless. His arm was still in a sling but he
looked otherwise unharmed.


“You can wait until he wakes. He’s in good
condition, so don’t worry.” said the nurse.


When the nurse left, Voss opened one of his
eyes and watched her depart the room.


“Didn’t want another round of questions.” He
said. He cocked a grin. “Kern, you look grown-up, and it’s only been ten days.
I don’t think I can call you ‘my boy’ now.”


He laughed. Kern smiled. He did not feel any
bigger. 


He had been a fairly average guy, average
height, average build; he had never forced himself. He had been told he had a
handsome face, a boyish youthful face, a few times. In the mirror set down near
the beds for examinations, he thought he looked as soft and young as always.
His cropped blonde hair hadn’t grown out much since Matumaini, and there were
only a few intermittent flecks of gold along his lips, chin and cheek. 


Nothing that a shave wouldn’t fix and return
to how it was. Voss was exaggerating.


“You can look in the mirror all you want, but
I remember, Kern. It’s on your face, but it’s a part you can’t see for yourself
in a mirror. It’s a part you show to others without knowing. Seeing you I feel
like you must have been through some shit. I wish I could have been there to
help. They’ve been pulling metal out of me for a while now.” Voss replied.


“Nurse said you were doing better. I think
you’ll be able to leave soon.” Kern said.


“I don’t think so. My arm is still a mess.
That’ll take more than ten days. Good god; ten days though. Can you
believe that? Take a hit, and you’re out the whole battle. How do we sustain
this?” Voss said. He looked over at the fully-bandaged man beside him.


“That’s what the rest of the Division is for,
I think.” Kern said, smiling at him again.


“You got jokes now! See, you’re starting to
learn how to deal with it.” Voss replied.


Kern pulled up a little chair that was set
near the wall, and sat in front of Voss’ bed.


“Thanks for the visit. It’s nice to see a
different face around here.” Voss said.


“Voss, I,” Kern hesitated for a moment. It
felt at once both stupid to worry about but also terrible to admit. “I forgot
your name for a while, Voss. And I completely forgot the names of the two men
who died with us. I’ve forgotten the names of the guys who died with me
yesterday. I don’t know what is happening. I feel like I’m going nuts.”


Kern thought he must have been annoying
the poor man; lying injured in a bed, finally receiving a visit, and
discovering it’s just a kid looking for comfort. He felt terrible, but Voss did
not chastise him. He did not sigh or shake his head. He talked as he always
did.


“You’re not going nuts, Kern. Everyone is
just trying to survive. It’s not training camp and it’s not a party. We are not
bonding. You can’t blame yourself. Wanna know their names? Hart and Alfons. You
know what? I don’t even know if those were first or last.”


“They fought with us!” Kern said. “They died
before us! Least we could do is–”


“You can’t turn yourself into a walking
gravestone for everyone, Kern.” Voss said. “Had you come here without knowing
my name, I’d have just told you my name. You’re
the only guy in this entire army who visited me except for staff officers who
needed to input me into their fucking charts. We met one day for a few hours. I
don’t expect you to know my story, and if I die, I don’t expect you to carry my
ashes. In fact, I forbid that.”


Kern closed his fists against his legs,
feeling helpless and weak. He thought Voss would know something that could help
him assuage all of the guilt he felt for all those thousands of men he had seen
die across the ten miserable days of this battle. Kern could not have saved
them, and barely remembered them. He felt that it was
certainly irrational, but he still felt quite broken up over them. Why,
out of all of them, had he survived?


He thought that Lieutenant Aschekind saw
something in him too. Through all of this, Aschekind knew that Kern would
survive. He saw something in Kern that made him reliable, but what could that
even be? Kern was a subpar soldier. He was fearful, unskilled.


“Say; I heard a kid from the sixth finally
killed that beast of a tank the Ayvartans had been hounding us with.” Voss
said. “Hit it with a Panzerwurfmine. Was that you, Kern?”


Kern looked up from his own feet. He turned
bashful. “I didn’t really do anything.”


“You kidding? You know how many tanks we lost
trying to take out that monster?”


“It was all Captain– Lieutenant Aschekind’s
doing, really. I just got lucky in the end.”


“Whatever you say; but if that were me I’d be
asking for a promotion.” Voss replied.


“I actually got demoted, same as all of
Aschekind’s HQ platoon. I was Private 1st Class for a bit; now I’m a Private
again because it is impossible to demote me to Kadet.”


Voss burst out laughing. “That’s the brass for
you. Nobody’s ever on their good side.”


“I met General Von Sturm once. He seems to be
short on patience.” Kern said.


“Don’t let anyone catch you saying that.”
Voss said, still light-hearted and jovial. “Least of all the good General,
because you’re quite right about his demeanor. And he doesn’t take kindly to
people being right, let me tell you! Though, this is all hearsay on my part.
Who knows? We were all loyal to him. There’s gotta be something there.”


“Maybe to you.” Kern said. “I think hearsay
on this General is easy to believe so far.”


“I have heard that the battle is not going
exactly as planned.”


“We have reinforcements so I suppose we can
keep going.” Kern said. He looked out the window. He thought he spotted a bird,
a rare sight these days. But it was nothing.


“It’s not about reinforcements. The General’s
original plan has completely failed. He will lose prestige. Right now,
everything coming in from the Fatherland has to arrive by ship to Cissea or
Mamlakha. The General has cost the army a lot of equipment they have to ship in
from overseas. I wager he knows that any replacements the army gets are gonna
be attached to a new General to replace him; so has to try his hardest
with what he’s got here to win before any help arrives. That’s the politics of
this army, I’m afraid.” Voss replied.


“I did not consider that at all.” Kern said.
He felt foolish. It truly had not crossed his mind that just as Von Sturm
demoted him, someone could do the same to Von Sturm. That did not absolve the
General; he still felt quite ill at ease with the man’s demeanor, what little
of it he had been exposed to. But he better understood the man’s zeal and rage
now.


“Folks getting shot at tend not to. Politics
are the luxury of the officers.” Voss said.


“I wonder if it’s the same for them.” Kern
said. 


He nodded out the window – he meant the
communists, their enemy. 


He wondered suddenly whether there was an
Ayvartan out there talking to his buddy in the hospital about their own
Generals, about their own politicians, about whether they had to be fighting
this war right now. How different was life for the Ayvartans compared to his
own? “Do you think they are angry right now about how their commanders
have used them? Both sides have taken casualties in the tens of thousands
by now, if we count the wounded and ill and dead together. They must be feeling
disillusioned like us.”


“I don’t doubt the politics are similar, but
they are probably glad to fight because it’s their home they’re fighting for.”
Voss said. “It’s always hardest on the invader, whatever the intelligence
officers tell you. They told us we had all the advantages, but look how that
ended up. Home field is a hell of a thing. I bet you the Ayvartans are
motivated to fight.”


Always hardest for the invader? 


Kern found that difficult to believe. Had
this battle played out in Kern’s home, in Oberon, he would have felt much more
hopeless than he did. Right now he felt awful for having re-learned the names
of men who died beside him. Now that they had faces again in his mind he felt
like he had done them a disservice, and he felt helpless in the face of the
suffering they must have gone through. Had those people been dear to him, he
would surely have been devastated. He wouldn’t have been able to go on after
the first.


Could the Ayvartans really stand like stone
as their family and friends were endangered in this fight? That did not sound
right. All other things being similar, certainly this was a fight harder on the
Ayvartans. This was their city that had been bombed and invaded. These had been
their homes and places of work. Kern did not know much about their culture, but
they couldn’t have felt that differently from him. They must have felt that
this was a useless sacrifice that got nobody nowhere, just like he felt. 


He wondered dimly who all of them blamed for
all of this–


But he stopped thinking about that quickly;
it made him feel sick to ponder it all.


“I think I should go, Voss. Don’t want to
overstay my welcome, and you look sleepy.”


“Hey, don’t worry about overstaying, it’s not
like I’ve got people lining up at the door to talk to me. But if you must, then
go with God; and thank you for coming.” Voss said.


Kern nodded. He reached out a hand and shook
Voss’ good arm. He stood slowly up from the chair and set it back where he
found it before letting himself out of the room.


“Kern!”


At the doorway Kern turned around,
puzzled. Voss sat up on the bed and waved at him.


“My name is Johannes Voss. I come from
Rhinea. My father was a banker, and I hate his guts. He left my mother behind,
and she is a typist at a law firm. That’s it.” Voss said.


“I’m Kern Beckert; and I’m just a farmer’s
boy from Oberon, Corporal.” Kern said.


Voss laughed. “Nah, I think you’ll be more
than that someday. I can guarantee it.”










Bada Aso Tunnels, Various


Everything was being decided underground, and
by then everyone understood what was transpiring. All that was left was to
execute, and then to stand witness the aftermath.


Bada Aso’s tunnels had always borne a
reputation but few understood their true significance. Word had always traveled
about what those tunnels could have contained in the past. For outsiders it was
grizzly ritual and savage anarchy; those who knew the history knew the
labyrinth was linked to rich history of community and culture.


As always, the outside looking in failed to
see right in Ayvarta.


Bada Aso had always possessed a complicated
underbelly beneath its rocky skin. Many of its earliest tunnels were natural,
thought to have been made by water struggling to make its way to sea. These
paths had been charted and traveled across Ayvarta’s antiquity, trod on first
by the religious and later by the adventurous, and by those without option.


When the water was redirected and the earth
sculpted to suit the needs of the Emperor, the same hands that dried the
tunnels out began to reinforce and expand them. Some were dug to hunt for
precious stones; a few became the sewers; others were defensive in nature.


Through the ages the scent had been
characterized differently. 


Ancient sages thought it invoked religious
visions. 


Early imperials thought it was the
breath of the old earth and ignored it entirely. 


Late imperials, influenced by the ideas and
religion of the northern empires, feared the illnesses and curses that the
old fumes could carry and took precautionary measures.


Every administration had plans to make use of
the tunnels but only Madiha Nakar would come to unleash the strength
building beneath that cage of clay and stone.


Meter by meter machines drove farther away
from modernity and closer to antiquity. Trundling through the deepest
tunnels, the radio-controlled Goblins had no noses with which to smell the
fumes, but faced unique challenges in navigating the old underground.


Below the city the radio signal that
controlled the teletanks proved unreliable even despite the upgrades, and so
the tanks started and stopped in the dark, hitching forward little by little as
their controllers worked desperately to bring them into position. When the rock
was porous or the earth separating it from the surface thin, they suddenly hit
a stride.


It was difficult for the controllers to
calculate how far they had been able to go.


There were three key points in the city that
had to be hit all at once for the plan to work. And it was not a matter of
being positioned in the right places. The Goblins had to plumb the tunnels deep
enough under the earth, where the most thick and volatile pockets were
concentrated. For this, accuracy greater than what was possessed would be
necessary.


It simply had to work. 


They hunkered down, kept pushing forward, and
some of them prayed.


Communication to the goblins was spotty, but
communication out to the nearby sea was perfect. Each control Hobgoblin would
receive the signal from the command staff aboard the Revenant.
They would set off the Goblin’s weapons and then they would flee inside their
vehicles as best as they could. For the two control units in the eastern
sector, fleeing into the Kalu to join Kimani’s retreating troops was an option.
For the control Hobgoblin in the north, escape into Tambwe was a possibility,
albeit a distant one.


Though their mission no longer required suicide,
safety was not guaranteed to them.


However, the KVW officers in each control
tank knew that, in putting themselves in danger, and even in dying, they gave
tens of millions of their comrades a chance against Nocht. They had proven that
they could defend from Nocht, that they could blunt their assaults, that they
could fight their technology in the right circumstances and avoid defeat, if
not win. It was the proof that their choice to fight had been the correct
choice.


It was not about sacrifice; sacrifice implied
a surrender, kneeling before a cruel fate.


They could not win the Battle of Bada Aso. In
their hearts everyone knew this whether or not they knew the details of the
Hellfire Plan. They could not drive Nocht from the city.


But it had long since become about something
more than the city. This city or any city.


Over the radio the unencrypted message
transmitted suddenly and proudly.


“Draw blood from the stone,” the
message said, first in Ayvartan, then in Nochtish.


One by one, the control tank crews deployed
the flamethrowers on their teletanks.


Madiha Nakar understood, under the driving
rains of the autumn storms, that people did not come to Bada Aso to die, and
that it was not sacrifice that her troops imagined when they fought for
her. That their resistance was not foolish or tragic. Even though Bada Aso
would have to die for the resistance to continue, she was not sacrificing the
city. 


It was time for the city itself to
fight, using the means that it had.










City of Bada Aso, Various


Through every crack in the earth rushed the
ancient fury of an awakened Bada Aso.


On the surface it began with a sucking, a
booming, and then the scent of death. 


Roads began to tear imperceptibly, like
hairline fractures on black glass; buildings trembled slightly, enough to shake
dust from them, and there was a general quaking, the stirring of a great
beast. Every Landser or Panzergrenadier who heard the gentle murmur of oncoming
doom thought that it must have been a distant shell, perhaps from the enemy
cruiser. They raised their heads and looked in the distance as if they would
see a blast. 


Very few sought cover.


Over the radio, confused murmuring was
exchanged by attentive radio personnel.


Those distant-sounding blasts did not unfold
where any eye could see them. 


Underground the stampeding death hit pockets
of volatile gas like a herd of beasts plowing through rock walls, hungrily
tracing air and fuel alike as if following a light out of the tunnels, punching
its way through the earth, past the brick and iron and clay.
Penetrating ever skyward, desperate, manic, unstoppable, gasping and
gasping. 


It burst through to the sewer, and took a massive
breath of surface air.


Across the ancient city the grand
conflagration forced its way toward the sun.


Manhole covers expulsed from their holes flew
like the thrown chakrams of long-gone gods; great belching torrents of flame
ripped from the floors of buildings and expanded out the doors and windows.
Pillars of fire rose from every exposed tunnel entrance. Cellar doors
exploded and great waves of hot pressure blew through alleys and into the road.



Streaks and ribbons of flame
swept across the streets. 


Weaker buildings flew everywhere in pieces,
leaving behind fleeting geysers. 


Larger buildings spewed fire like the
burners atop a stove.


The Panzergrenadiers across the Central
Sector found themselves caught in an infernal monsoon. Dozens of
men standing in the wrong place on “Home” were thrown bodily as if slapped
off the earth by a giant hand. Their vehicles flew with them or burst into
pieces around them. Those standing nearest to the conflagration burst into
flames almost immediately, while those meters away found wisps of fire crawling
up their pants and sleeves like whining imps. Men lost their composure and
screamed that Ayvarta’s demons had finally seized on them, and they rolled and
thrashed and ran as the world erupted.


After the initial explosions fickle flames
leaped out from under buildings. Fire spread from the tunnels and the doors
into the street, casting terrifying waves of fire that made shapes in the
air like the cackling grins of wraiths. In the smoke and the fire men saw gaping
maws that opened to swallow people whole, slashing claws that picked men
and launched them against the concrete, mad eyes that scanned the surroundings
for victims.


Under strain the battered streets of “Home”
split ever wider, the cracks expanding a few centimeters at a time, enough to
be noticed, and enough to vent the earth’s fury. 


Foul smelling gases then leaked into the
street and where they met stray tongues of flame they exploded over the road
like hellish bubbles, popping to blast apart armor and gun shields and turrets
and tearing to pieces any men unprotected from their wrath. 


Those men not burnt immediately to death
started to cough and choke. They ran as far as they could from the deadly
fireworks spontaneously setting off a show at their backs.


In the first minute thousands of fires
erupted from the Central District to kill thousands of men, and quickly spread.
In the North District buildings began to explode unseen by the Nochtish troops
lagging behind nor by the Ayvartan troops already long-gone. 


Near the Umaiha district fuel leaking from
wrecks and ruins touched the demon’s tongues wagging from the city center and
lit the river and its surroundings ablaze. Gases leaked from within the water
and fueld flames that traced the surface. Ancillary buildings in the southern
districts spontaneously caught fire, the inferno’s potential hampered there by
the number of tunnel closings the Ayvartans had to perform in self-defense.


Nevertheless the fires and explosions raged
on almost at random.


Across Bada Aso old factories exploded the
most violently, going off like gigantic fragmentation rounds and scattering
volleys of metal tools and equipment left behind into the surroundings, large
and fast enough to reduce every building around them to rubble and any men to
meat. Ammunition and equipment hidden there by Nocht went off as well.


Two minutes in and clouds of smoke blinded
any survivors. 


Standing in the street was like walking in
front of an oven. 


Those who were issued such tools and
remembered to use them strapped masks over their faces and shambled in the
inferno, disoriented, deafened, some temporarily, some not. For many the
surroundings were consumed in smoke with flashes of red and orange within
them. Those unlucky enough found themselves instead in the middle of great
vermilion labyrinths, wildfires spreading across buildings as easily as they
did on trees.


Those alive and able to breathe saw, within
that incoherent instant, a world consumed in fire, pockmarked by the dead,
where wrecked vehicles stood as if they had self-destructed in place, where the
sky was red and black, where every building was a burning pillar. As they
inched forward, trembling, buildings began to collapse, their foundations too
battered to stand. Around the buildings the earth cracked and sank. Those aware
enough and gripped enough by desperate panic started to run. Many stood before
the flames and rubble and died in spirit before the avalanche of a falling
building claimed them.


Within the rage there were pockets of peace,
as if gates to another world. 


A lack of tunnel connections, blocked
tunnels, or the utter absence of gas, or the absence of anything to burn,
rendered these areas safe. After three minutes, the worst of the explosions had
passed, and there remained only the slow and spreading burn. Those survivors
who found safety could turn around and stare helplessly at the enveloping
fires. 


Many fell on their knees and prayed.


Through its tens of thousands of years Bada
Aso had stored enough rage for three minutes of the most earth-shattering and
primal bellow nature could muster. And in that time frame
it inflicted more casualties than the Line Corps who had evacuated
the city.


Bada Aso was left an inferno that would burn
unchecked for days to come.










Southwest District, Penance Road


Massive pillars of smoke streaked from the
city like the effluvia of a volcanic eruption.


Kern woke on his back in the middle of the
street. 


He coughed, but he could still breathe. He
saw the smoke rising in the distance, but near him he only smelled something
foul. There was a fire burning somewhere – he felt the far-away heat. His
vision swam. He had hit his head, he thought. 


What had happened? Blood started to trickle
down the bridge of his nose.


He tried to take in his surroundings and he
realized there was not just one fire. Across both streets all the houses seemed
to be smoking, and several had caught fire. A few had already collapsed under
their own weight, but this did not smother the flames. Kern tried to walk
before his mind had fully caught up to him, and he tripped on a gash in the
middle of the road. It was as if the skin of the earth was tearing and bleeding
something foul.


As he stood from the floor he saw the
tenement in the distance surrounded by smoke. Several windows belched more
smoke into the sky and he saw orange flashing inside.


Kern took off running for the tenement,
shouting, “Voss!” as if the man could hear.


Several figures with gas masks hauled
bodies out the front door; whether alive or dead Kern did not know. Outside the
nurses checked on each person quickly, affixing oxygen masks and lung pumps. A
woman screamed for Kern to return but he was not listening. He was not even
listening to his own mind that screamed and screamed for him to turn away.


He charged up the stairs, and found the
second floor hall ablaze. 


Dancing fires shrieked and howled from
various rooms, gradually spreading to the floor and the walls, eating away at
the building. Smoke blew every which way. His whole body stung, his skin felt
dry and hot, his clothes felt like hot blankets smothering him. As he stepped
into the hall a pair of men shouted at him and ran past with a body in tow. 


Was everyone dead? They couldn’t be, they
just–


Disoriented and too impulsive to keep
thinking, Kern hurtled forward, covering his face with his hands. He slammed
through the door of a room and founds a small fire and no occupants. He kicked
down the door opposite and found a massive hole that he nearly fell into. Below
him there was a red-hot pyre from several rooms’ worth of rubble.


He grabbed his head, bit his lips, his head
pounding and his eyes hot and unbearable.


Then he remembered where Voss’ door had been.



He doubled back down the hall and smashed
through a weak door into a half-collapsed room. He felt like he had opened a
door to an oven, hot smoke blew against his face, and he felt pinpricks of
agonizing heat like knife-tips scratching his skin. Inside the room
he found one bed overturned and another burning under rubble fallen from
the roof. 


There was a body turned to charcoal beneath
the mess.


He let out a scream and stamped his feet,
gritting his teeth, struggling even to weep. As if all at once he saw that
massive beastly tank, he saw those planes, he saw the entrenched machine guns,
all flying in the smoke and the fire, fighting and fighting, there again to
kill him–


Not again, he couldn’t take another death of
a man he knew, not today, not now–


Side-rooms! Kern charged past the overturned
bed and pounded his shoulder against the locked door. Under this stress the
door hinges snapped entirely, and he fell with the door into the bathroom.
Huddling beside the toilet, he found Voss in his robes. 


Voss coughed and looked at him as if seeing a
ghost. 


“Kern?” He said, his voice sounding hollow
and forlorn.


Kern did not respond, and instead picked up
the man as best as he could and struggled out of the room. He gathered enough
momentum to run, and got out into the hall. Ahead of him the fires had spread
from every conceivable angle. Taking a deep, hot breath of what little air was
left, Kern reared back and then ran past the wall of flames. His pants and
shoes caught fire, and he kicked out his legs violently as he ran to try to put
them down. 


He charged down the steps.


Under his feet several of the steps collapsed.


He went tumbling down with Voss in tow.


Everything was spinning, and the pain in his
legs started tracing up to his back. He did not know whether he was on the
floor or still falling. He could not feel anything at all. 


He could not see Voss. 


Had another man died on his watch? Had he
failed again to make any difference?


Then something icy cold shook him. He felt
the ground sliding from under him. 


He was wet.


Out of the burning building the masked men
pulled him and Voss and set them against a solid wall across the street. Behind
them, a Squire half-track towing a fire hose and water tank arrived, and men
from the rescue unit in special suits rushed in to fight the flames.


Kern’s vision stabilized. His thoughts
started to catch up to him again. He moved his feet and legs. It hurt, but they
worked. He moved his hands. He was not crippled.


He craned his neck to see beside him.


Voss was there, and he was staring at him,
gasping for breath. 


Kern breathed a sigh of relief.


“Are you alright?” Kern said. Now out of the
fire, a torrent of tears escaped his eyes.


Voss wept much the same. “I’m alive.
Everything’s here, I think. Messiah defend us.”


They stared at the tenement burning, and it
seemed to obscure every other thing in the surroundings that was also burning.
It hadn’t hit them yet what they had survived.


“I think I’m going to join you in the
hospital now.” Kern said through loud sobs.


“I’m thinking we’ll have no end of company.”
Voss replied.










Core Ocean, 1 km off Bada Aso


Parinita whistled. 


Personnel gathered on the deck of the
ship and gazed at the inferno in awe.


From the Revenant it felt like they
could see every single explosion as it went off.


Now the city was ablaze, a massive
smoke-belching pyre as bright as it was distant.


There was a general murmur of prayers and
chants, for Ayvarta and even for the enemy.


Then, all across the ship, an unusual sound
after the moment of silence – there was cheering. There were fists raised
in defiance. Everyone had fought the world’s self-described strongest nation,
and its people, and they had resisted the advance. On this ship everyone had
survived. They had braved the cauldron and escaped unburnt. Nocht’s eyes, those
eyes looking from outside into Ayvarta, saw them as sacrifices. 


But they saw each other as heroes today.


Madiha Nakar and her secretary watched from
the starboard side of the ship’s stern, just off the side of a gun turret.
Parinita joined in the cheering, but Madiha merely clapped.


She estimated that the casualties from the
initial explosions would already reach the tens of thousands, given the places
that she had contrived for the fires to be funneled toward.


Smoke and burning rubble would claim
more, especially if they tried to fight the fires and rescue people from the
blaze. In the coming hours Nocht would almost certainly have to vacate the
city entirely, and let it burn out by itself in front of them. This would deny
them Bada Aso’s railroad, if they even had any cars that could navigate
Ayvarta’s rail gauge.


Scores of materiel set down in safe places by
the enemy would be lost, destroyed either immediately by the fury or left
behind as a casualty of the priorities required for a vast and desperate
evacuation. Any vehicle in the city’s main roads would become a death-trap.


In the meantime, the Kalu defenders could
strip everything from their line while enemy Panzer divisions stood still in
the confusion as their Corps headquarters retreated.


Time and again Madiha had asked herself
whether this was the correct course of action. Did even an enemy as despicable
as these men deserve the atrocity that she had unleashed? And yet, this was not
solely about them. Without Hellfire, the city was both impossible to “defend”
and impossible to escape from. Nocht had always had the mobility advantage.
They could have chased down any retreat – except this one. Everything pointed
to Hellfire.


At times, she had cursed her mind as it
returned to the maps and the plans. 


Her mind would not allow her to make a
different choice. 


She knew all too well that this was the only
plan at her disposal that would work without opening her troops to be
encircled in the city to die at the enemy’s hands.


Without the capability to blow the city to
pieces under Nocht’s feet she would not have been able to evacuate so many of
her own troops, to strip her lines just bare enough to hold Nocht for a few
days and then escape on the Admiral Qote’s naval detachment. 


It was only with the knowledge that she did
not need the troops to destroy Nocht that she could do what she did. It was the
only way to save as many people as possible.


In the end, Bada Aso was always going to
erupt into these purging flames.


It was inevitable.


This was simply the history that Bada Aso was
lurching toward.


 


~ ~ ~


 


Escort Naval Squadron “Admiral Qote” was a small fleet dispatched from Tambwe and
North Solstice after the arrival of the Revenant, bringing news from Bada Aso.
It consisted of the Revenant itself as the lead ship, along with the Admiral
Qote, the newest and largest of Ayvarta’s few aircraft carriers; and the Selkie
I and Selkie II, frigates; and the Charybdis, a troopship converted from a
cruise liner over a year ago. 


Tourism to Ayvarta would not reignite
any time soon.


Instead of holiday-makers, the Charybdis
carried the remains of Madiha’s 3rd and 4th Line Corps, now dissolved pending
reassignment. Madiha’s Divisional HQ for the 3rd Motor Rifles had been assigned
with the annexation of as many of the best soldiers from the Ox defenders
as could be found during the evacuation, and these people sailed on the
Revenant with her. She was pleased with the combat records of people like Gulab
Kajari and Adesh Gurunath. People like them had turned the tide of this
desperate defense.


They would be needed in the time to come, and
if possible, she desired to lead them.


She had wanted to gather everyone,
congratulate them, and offer them Honors as a reward for service, but it seemed
incredibly petty to reward them with a voucher that could potentially become a
music player or fancy clothing or a personal motorcycle after all
of these events. Purchasing power in Ayvarta was already a muddled,
strange thing.


Instead, Madiha stood on the
starboard-aft side of the Revenant and watched the fire.


“Hujambo, Major! Look what I got! It’s all
fresh and warm too and not from a box!”


From behind her, Parinita appeared with a
big, eager smile on her face, holding out a tray. She carried on it a big
bowl of steaming yellow dal and several fresh-baked
flatbreads. She had let her hair down, and it fluttered with the strong, salty
ocean winds. 


Madiha smiled back.


“Ah, thank you.” She said. “Food
has been the last thing on my mind. I was tense.”


“I noticed!” Parinita said. “But you’ll feel
worse if you stay hungry. Let’s sit down.”


Parinita gingerly set the tray down, and together
she and Madiha sat against the stern-side turret. Before them
was the sea and the city, growing ever distant. Behind them were the cranes to
unload the cruiser’s speedboats, and then there was the conning tower where
their navigation and sighting took place. Between the conning tower and the
massive foremast was an aircraft catapult with a single Anka biplane converted for
sea usage. Smaller quarters were strewn about and under these basic structures.



The Revenant was quite a large vessel.


Madiha folded a piece of flatbread and
scooped some of the lentil soup. She took a bite. Everything was nice and hot,
the bread was soft, and she could taste the spices.


“I’m not averse to ration boxes, but a fresh
meal always wins out.” Parinita said.


“Indeed.” Madiha said. She laid back,
watching the smoke rise toward the clouds.


“How do you feel?” Parinita said. “We
completed the plan. We were successful.”


Chewing her flatbread, feeling the
mild residual heat from a hint of pepper in the soup, Madiha did not know
how she felt. She thought that she might feel triumphant watching the city
explode, but something was missing. Though she had funneled them into a trap,
she did not feel that it was by her maneuvering or force of arms that the enemy
was defeated. 


She felt as if she had lured a hyena off
a cliff, after she had been given a spear.


Had she been anywhere but Bada Aso she would
have failed. It was not her that defeated Nocht, she thought, but the history
that she had in this ancient place. 


The City itself devoured them.


Madiha realized that she wanted to fight Nocht. She wanted to defeat them in a
contest.


Perhaps it was all hazy emotion, but the
Battle of Bada Aso did not satisfy that.


“Not particularly accomplished,” was what she
settled on. It sounded right enough.


Parinita laughed. “‘Not particularly
accomplished’ is a legitimate feeling. Trust me, I’m an expert in it. This one
time, however, I’m allowing myself a little respite from self-doubt.”


“I suppose I could treat myself less
roughly.” Madiha replied, feeling dispirited.


“You should.” Parinita laid a hand on her
shoulder. “I don’t think anyone begrudges the choices that you have made. I
signed off on the plan in that long truck ride up to the city. I knew what was
at stake and I had an idea of what would happen. But I trusted you. I think you
are the reason any of us are still alive today. You give us all hope, Madiha.”


Madiha’s cursed dark eyes meet Parinita’s
bright, friendly eyes. She looked at them fondly. It dawned on her, just how
much everything could have been different. Had Parinita been anybody but
herself; things would have turned out very differently. Seventeen days ago they
had met, complete strangers suddenly thrust into each other’s orbits.


Now she could not fathom what her life
would be like without Parinita, how those intervening days of hardship could
have been without her jovial, sympathetic secretary. Without her friend;
without a partner sharing in the burdens and the tension of the fight. Her
recollections of how she treated Parinita made her feel more than a little
inadequate.


“Thank you.” Madiha said. “It means a
lot to me – we did not exactly meet under amicable circumstances but you always
supported me. There were a lot of things you should not have seen and should
not have had to do. I am ashamed of my conduct toward you. I was near to a
breaking point and like a child I drew attention to myself and I put my hurting
above everyone else in our circle. You should not have had to bear the burden
of that on any level. You should not have had to pick up my pieces, Parinita.
I’m sorry.”


Parinita heaved an amicable sigh and put her
hands on her hips. “I can’t believe you! You start with a thank you and end
with an apology. Have you considered my feelings?”


Madiha was a little taken aback. “I’m not
sure what you mean by that. I’m sorry.”


“I wish you’d stop apologizing.” Parinita
said, looking at her pointedly. “For me it was not picking up your pieces. I
might just be Chief Warrant Officer; that might be everything that it says in
my pins. But I’ve seen in you a person who is intelligent and kind and who
has done so much. You put others ahead of yourself; maybe too much! You have a
great strength, and focus, and drive! I just– I, I admire you! I’m not just here to do a job.”


Madiha blinked. Parinita averted her eyes a
little and looked awkward for a moment.


After a moment’s silence, the secretary
scooped up the last flatbread, soaked it deep into the dal, and pushed it into
her mouth. She swallowed, drank a bit of fruit juice, and then thrust the
lentils Madiha’s way. “Eat the rest of it, Madiha. You don’t have to
respond. It’s just something I wanted you to know. I don’t feel offended; I
wanted you to know if it’s you, I’d be more than happy to pick up the pieces,
because I really want to see you whole.”


Unfamiliar pangs in her heart kept Madiha
quiet. She took in spoonfuls of lentils and ate, until the bowl emptied. By
then, Parinita looked to have dozed off beside her.


 


~ ~ ~


 


Night fell over the ocean, and Madiha could
still see the smoke, having risen into the sky and mingled with the clouds. She
could not sleep. Her mind wanted to be kept busy. So she stared out at the
indistinct waves. She could not even see her face in them. 


It was just blue murk.


 Far
behind her she saw the other ships, including the impressive Admiral Qote.
Collections of lights attached to a formless dark chassis, rolling over the
gentle sea.


Having spent most of the day doing little of
substance, she felt restless. 


Aboard the ship there was nothing of military
importance for her to do yet. This was Captain Monashir’s domain. She had
walked the deck, taken the tour; she had talked to Corporal Kajari and other
KVW soldiers and gotten a positive response about the operation. 


Everyone seemed to relax and wind down. Madiha
could not. 


Some part of her still felt like it was
fighting. She could not sleep.


Instead she tried to catch her reflection in
the water and she failed to see a face.


Gradually over the course of the day she had
come to grips with several obvious facts.


Bada Aso was over. 


She had staked so much in this plan. It was
completed. It was done. She did not know whether there would be new plans. Who
knows whether the Council might seek to bring her to justice for the magnitude
of the destruction? Certainly after Bada Aso Nocht would not be diplomatic with
them anymore, if it was ever in the mood to be diplomatic before.


With this explosion, she had sounded the
loudest gun alarming everyone to the fact that they were irrevocably at war.
She had made the war real in a way no one else had.


A city was destroyed, tens of thousands had
been killed. 


Hell had awakened. It was War.


She heard the creaking of one of the metal
doors behind her, and a long, loud yawning.


“You should be asleep!” Parinita said,
stretching her arms as she approached.


“I should, but I can’t. I’ve turned into a
bit of an insomniac.” Madiha said.


“Is it the nightmares again?” Parinita asked.
“Like the ones you had before?”


“No. I had what I think will be last my
vision a while back. I’ve broken the mean spirit that had a sway over
me. Or at least, I think I have. It may yet linger in me.”


“Something is lingering in you alright.
You’re becoming strangely moody again.”


Parinita stood beside her and looked out to
sea as well. Her hair was blowing again.


“Those tunnels in Bada Aso were older than
antiquity.” Parinita said. “Old folks thought they gave visions. I would not
have connected this legend to gasses, but it made sense when we talked it over.
I never expected it to go off like this, though.”


“I don’t know exactly what that gas was,
chemically. It might not even have been anything we know. There was work
on its lethality done before. I trusted it well enough.”


“Who did that work? I had access to a lot of
information about Adjar, including Bada Aso, and yet before you told me I had
no idea Bada Aso could potentially blow up.”


“It was originally Kansal’s plan.”
Madiha said. “In 2004 when the sewer was being renovated and expanded, a lot of
old tunnel that had been built over was exposed. Workers became sick. Chemical
workers thought it was an airborne illness. Kansal thought it had to
be chemical gas. She thought we could set off a huge fire if we exploded a bomb
in the right place. She even descended into the tunnels herself to see what
could be done.”


These were things that she had forgotten
until recently. They seemed eerily clear now.


“But she didn’t go through with it. Something
convinced her that doing such a thing would only kill innocents. It was
not possible to target only the Imperial administration. I don’t know where she
got her information, but it always stuck with me. I forgot plenty of things,
but the idea that Bada Aso could go up in smoke never quite left me. Had Kansal
not shown restraint, who knows what direction the Revolution might have taken?”


“You’re alive now, so I think she made a good
choice. Maybe it was just intuition on her part. Or maybe she received a vision
of her own in the stomach of the Earth.” Parinita said. She giggled a little.
“Perhaps I’m being overly superstitious, however.”


Madiha averted her gaze, but the smoke was
inescapable. It expanded across the sky like a scar left on the world. She had
done that. No vision had prevented her from doing so. Her heart hurt. Bada Aso
had been the closest thing she ever had to a home. Its streets were her trial
by fire. In its schools she received her only formal education. She had first
fallen love in Bada Aso; she had so many memories there that she had turned
coldly from and obliterated, in much the same way that her convictions had
led her to lose Chakrani.


She felt like the evidence of her humanity
was burning in the middle of those ruins.


“It feels monstrous to watch this unfold.”
She said. “It makes me feel inhuman. So much happened at the border; it felt
like a part of me that had been gone for decades had been thrust back into my
body. I was seeing massive battles again for the first time in years,
and the very first thing I considered was to lead Nocht to Bada Aso and
blow up that gas.”


“Madiha–” Parinita tried to interrupt her but
Madiha continued to talk. She stared out over the fence at the edge of the
deck, and her eyes sought for a face in the water. 


She found none.


“I had no idea what the magnitude of the
explosion would be. At the time, I had no idea we would have those
remote-control tanks available. Anyone whom I condemned to the final mission
would have certainly gone to their deaths. No fuse, no wire, could have spared
them. My first plan, the only plan, was essentially a suicide bombing.”


Those dreadful words reappeared in her mind.


Cunning; Command; Fearlessness; Ferocity.


“I would have done it. No matter what.”
Madiha said. “Even if I had to go myself to set off the bombs. This, Parinita;
this is all that my head is good for. I look at a beautiful city like Bada Aso,
full of people, full of life and love and community. And I consider its
destruction. Destroying Bada Aso meant nothing to me; it accomplished the
objective that I desired. In my mind it was just a map, divisions in a grid. It
is a sick thing, isn’t it?”


Suddenly Parinita seized her by the shoulders
and turned her around, locking eyes.


“I do not think you are sick at all Madiha. I
think the fire has made you forget all the human things that led you here! You
did not just spend your time calculating coldly. The Madiha that I saw
throughout all of this was a person full of empathy and who saw everything
through human eyes. I refuse to believe that your mind is only capable
of destruction. The fact we are having this conversation tells me you are unskilled
at destruction. And the tears starting in your eyes tell me you are very much
human.”


There were tears. 


Madiha was weeping openly. 


She felt a surge of emotion that had long
been repressed. 


Many years worth of a childhood were she
could not feel for fear of being weak; a young adulthood where she did not
feel for lack of things to feel; and an adulthood where in the face of
loss and violence she thought she needed to be stronger than mere feeling. Now
she wept, and she choked back sobs. Her heart pounded. 


Her head felt terribly hot now.


Parinita raised her hands to Madiha’s cheeks
and smiled. 


“Treat yourself better, Madiha.”


Gentle thumbs ran across her cheeks, lifting
her hair. 


Madiha felt the fire going away.


She raised a fist to her face and wiped
away her tears. She nodded silently. 


“I will try to.”


“I will help.” Parinita said. She stroked
Madiha’s cheek again. “I want to help.”


Madiha nodded her head, and took Parinita
into her arms, and embraced her tightly.


“This reminds me of when I first proposed it,
so; how about you indulge my hobby?” Parinita said, pushing Madiha by pressing
the tip of her finger between the latter’s breasts.


Madiha laughed; they were not exactly on the
Revenant that time. 


But it was close enough. 


They looked out over the sea, side by side
with the ocean air and the gentle waves.


“I suppose one thing comes to mind. Do you
know how they did the stormy ship effects in Battleship
Krasnin? I have always wondered about that. Did they film it on a
real ship?”


“Some of it was, but other things were
cinemagic effects. Here, I’ll explain it in detail–”


Overhead the clouds of parted, and moonlight
shone over the naval group. Sailing away from the city that had sealed their
fates, the architects of this great destruction began then to
forge something different between each other on the deck of that fearsome
ship.










36th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030


Adjar Dominance, Ruins of Bada Aso – 1st
Vorkämpfer HQ


 


Casualties were still coming in. 


Fruehauf couldn’t believe the numbers. She
was emotionally numb but her head was pounding and she found it hard to
work. She was sweating and had nothing to drink. Just up the street, the Squire
Half-track firefighting vehicle struggled to contain the massive fire working
its way down from the central district. For their own safety the entire staff
had evacuated the restaurant and set up shop in a truck over a kilometer down
the road.


After all the quaking the restaurant was near
to collapse anyway.


But the truck was not any safer, not while it
was in the city.


Everyone around her was sniffling. They
could smell the smoke and burning even here.


There was nothing in the city ahead but a
wall of fire moving closer, shining all the brighter at midnight, and thick
smoke billowing that covered the moon and stars overhead.


All of their radio equipment had been
transferred to the truck. 


A gas-powered generator towed behind them
powered everything. 


Fruehauf and her girls continued to work the
airwaves. It was all that they could do at this hour, though even their
sweetest voices granted no comfort in this disaster.


Calls were frantic. Medical supplies to
Umaiha, more firefighting equipment requested to Penance, a tank requested to
Matumaini to try to demolish a burning structure and prevent it collapsing
on another and spreading the fire, ambulances requested everywhere. Everyone
screamed at her that they needed help and every time she told them that their
resources were stretched. The 10th and 11th Grenadier divisions were being
moved up to assist as fast as possible; and the 2nd and 3rd Panzer Divisions
were depleted and useless.


Whenever men demanded to speak to Von Sturm
she would tell them he was ill.


Every scream for help and the desperate
realization that no help could be given and that help would not soon be coming,
quickly wore Fruehauf down. She could no longer pretend that everything was
fine and that she and the girls were living in a place apart from the war, like
children looking out at a garden through a glass. They weren’t just gainfully
employed helping out the big strong boys; they were in the war. It was upon
them.


With a shaking hand, she reached into her
pocket, withdrew a cigarette, and smoked. She had told herself she wouldn’t –
and she had spent over a week without one. But she could not handle it anymore.
Leaving the radio command to Erika for the moment, she stepped out of the
truck, and sucked on the end of the smoke stick, feeling the menthol cooling
her throat. She could not smell the smoke, not within the burning city.


She walked around the front of the truck. 


Wrapped in blankets, head lightly bandaged,
Von Sturm slept in the front seat, tossing and turning. During the three
minutes of loud and continuous explosions, and when the restaurant began to shake,
he fell from his chair and hurt himself, because he was balancing with his feet
on the table. It had been his golden excuse to spend the rest of the day
leaving the coordinating of rescue efforts to lower officers like the
recently-demoted Lieutenant Aschekind. There was no one above
Captain currently dealing with the fire.


Possibly because there were few men above
Captain left at all.


Atop the driver’s compartment sat Von
Drachen, with his feet on the hood. 


He smiled at her at first, but then his expression
took on a sudden, judgmental turn.


“I did not take you for a smoker, Fruehauf.
Those things can kill you, you know? I have seen it happen. I will admit that
the stick makes you look more mature, though.”


He pointed at her cigarette with a look of
mixed disgust and concern.


“Watching over the good General?” Fruehauf
asked, her tone harsher than usual.


“I must say I am nursing an unfortunate
attraction to the irascible little man.” He said.


“I would keep that to myself.” Fruehauf
replied. She took a long drag of the cigarette.


Von Drachen stared over his shoulder at the
fire. She saw him work up an impish grin.


“They’re going to make us pay dearly
throughout this entire war. She, especially, will be trouble. And I’m going to
think, all throughout, that I could have stopped her.”


He held out his hand to Fruehauf. “I think I
may need to take up smoking, to cope.”


Fruehauf turned her cheek and denied him.
“I’m not going to be responsible for that.”


She sat on the hood of the truck. Her nerves
were calming. She blew a little cloud.


Von Drachen fell back atop the truck,
spreading his arms. He started laughing.


“Sergeant Nakar; you rascal. You have no
respect for us. But why should you, when your mind is stronger than our
weapons? Must the burden fall on me to be your equal?”


Fruehauf withdrew her cigarette from her lips
and stepped on it on the floor. She crossed her arms and watched the fires play
in the distance. She wondered what would become of their corps, and whether
Ayvarta had any more of these terrifying sights in store.


Maybe she had picked a spectacularly bad
time to try to be free of nicotine.


 


~ ~ ~


EARLY
SITUATION REPORT:


Declared end of the Battle of Bada Aso on the
36th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E.


Nocht Operational Failure; city destroyed,
unacceptable casualties, advance delayed, rail network compromised. Ayvartan
Strategic Failure; city captured, Adjar lost.


Near total destruction of the 6th Grenadier
Division, 13th Panzergrenadier Division, and Cissean “Azul” Corps. Heavy losses
to the 2nd and 3rd Panzer Divisions.


Disbanding of Battlegroup Ox due to loss of
its mandated territory.


Continued strategic success of Generalplan
Suden. Ayvartan forces withdraw from the Adjar Dominance and are defeated in
the Shaila Dominance. Nocht control of Southern Ayvarta solidified. War
proceeds. Operations in Dbagbo and Tambwe greenlit.


Confirmed deployment of 1st Panzerarmee and
Field Marshal Haus to Ayvarta.


Confirmed promotion of Madiha Nakar
to Colonel; Ayvarta’s first in many years.


Casualties as declared by belligerents: ~68,000 Ayvartan || ~43,000 Nocht.


Compiled from intelligence sources between
the 35th and 38th of the Gloom.


What will be the Confederation’s response?
Please advise.


–Striving For World Peace


~Helvetian Foreign Intelligence Bureau
“ULTRA”










23.  Lehner’s Greed


 










44th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


Nocht Federation, Republic of Rhinea – City
of Junzien, Hotel Reich


 


“I barely ever get to see you anymore. I
don’t even have a copy of your schedule!”


Agatha was shouting into the phone. It was
hard not to. She felt as though shouting would make her more real to him – that
it would remind him that she was a flesh and blood human being, his wife and
that she was not just another voice on the phone that Cecilia routed to him. She
was not just a signal crawling through wires from the Presidential Suite of the
luxurious Reich hotel. She was the real woman laying on the double bed, her
light pink flesh and fluffy white bath robes a sharp contrast on the
red sheets, like a lone polkadot in a vast expanse. There was space enough for
two of him in that bed, but she was alone.


He provided little comfort. “Honey, it’s been
hard, okay? This is hard too. I want to be with you. I was planning to be with
you, but things are just turning out complicated, I’m having to be involved a
lot. This has taken me by complete surprise, and I’m trying to–”


“Only because you’re a control freak who
can’t delegate anything! You need to leave these matters to the people you
hired and appointed! You’re not as perfect as you think you are Achim. For all
you know, you could be making things worse for Cecilia and the others.”


“I’m trying to make time, okay? You know how
I am, but I am making time for you.”


“On my end you don’t look to be making
an effort at all, to be honest!”


She felt frustrated with his voice. 


He was doing that “pitching voice” of his –
he would talk fast, he would add an affect like a salesman trying to sound more
excited about a new children’s toy so that the bored parents on the line might
perk up and buy it. She was not one of his customers. She was his goddamned
wife. She reminded him by becoming ever more irate – the stronger her voice,
the more threatening her own affect, the less he could keep pretending to be
happy and perky with her. He would look ridiculous; he was ridiculous.
Neglecting her, Agatha Lubitsch, who
just today had a spot on the paper as the prettiest face in cinema!


“There’s some mountains even I can’t move!”
He replied, trying to placate her with a sweet voice. “To win in Ayvarta we’re
all gonna have to make some sacrifices.”


“Why did you even start this war? I can’t
understand what we gain from this!”


She knew his reasons but she didn’t want to
admit them. 


She felt that her suspicions simply could not
be true.


His tone of voice changed very slightly. He
was becoming aggravated.


“Hey, how’s this sound; I want to win so we
don’t get bombed by communists. So we
don’t live in fear. You remember that
day in the limo when the bombs went off? That was good times huh? I don’t know about
you but I don’t want to experience that again!”


“Stop being so fucking sarcastic!” She
shouted back. “I didn’t want to remember!”


There was a heavy sigh on the line. 


“I’m sorry, doll, okay, I’m sorry. I’m really
stressed out. It’s rough here! I think I might have been given some real bad
advice throughout all this and I promise you a few heads will roll, and then we
can be together, ok? Dietrich is already heading out there.”


She had to admit, that made her feel a little
calmer.


 He was
always serious when he sent Dietrich somewhere – it meant he was going to
personally keep away from it and entrust everything to him. She felt both
relieved and foolish. He had promised so many things. He was always promising
new things to her.


And yet she kept listening. 


Sometimes his promises came through, and it
was almost like magic. 


These past four years with him certainly had
more highs than lows. She remembered all the beautiful things, and it seemed
like his mistakes were mostly clustered in the recent past and could still be
changed. They weren’t set into stone. This was not her life forever.


“Alright.” She replied. “Alright Achim. I
believe you. I’ve got to hang up. I miss you.”


“You’ll see me on TV and the radio tomorrow,
if you tune in. Wish me luck.”


“Goodbye, Achim.” She hung up. He didn’t even
say ‘i miss you too.’


It didn’t even cross his mind.


She threw away the telephone receiver and lay
back on the bed, stretching her arms.


Agatha Lehner pulled away her hair band and
wavy locks of blond hair fell over her face. Her whole body was still weary,
her feet hurt from the pumps she wore, her eyes were cloudy without the
spectacles she never wore while filming. When she closed her eyes she could see
dancing lights from the cameras and the studio lighting, and hear the whining
of the audio equipment, a tinnitus. She started turning Achim over in her head
again, trying to probe him like a distant phantom, trying to find the driving
force behind him. 


She still didn’t get it.


From the time she met him to the time she
married him to the present; what was the end of his ambitions? What was it that
kept him from just being by her side? What made a lawyer from Junzien College
who had picked her up and bedded her on the first date after a bad pickup line
and a completely sober evening become the President? What made him lock himself
in that office and dream of planes bombing another country into pieces?


And then, what drew her to him? 


Why did she want him so much back then; why
did she still want him so badly? 


Where they just married on a whim? Did he
just see her as a trophy?


She rolled over on her side and reached for a
small, open bottle of wine, 2008 vintage. It was set on the dresser next to her
bed. Though 2008 was a bad year the wine was still good. She drank and she
thought. She thought of his betrayals and her own betrayals. She thought about
need and want; about drive. Was there a point where everything went awry?


She raised the bottle of her red lips and
drank right out of it. After a long pull of her lips on the end of the bottle,
so much that it burned her throat, she fell on her back again.


Staring helplessly at the roof she turned
over the question, turned it over and over and over. Agatha was bright, but the
real answers to her questions were too raw to contemplate. 










37th of the Lilac’s Bloom, 2008 D.C.E.


Nocht Federation – Republic of Rhinea, City
of Junzien


 


22 years before the Solstice War.


 


Achim Lehner stood by his father’s side and
waited for the number thirteen train from Junzien to Citadel Nocht, the seat of
the presidency and his current home. It had been his home for the past four
years and he had waited for that train and its special silver car many times
before. He was familiar with the raised platform, with the man in the ticket
booth and his curly mustache, with the wall posters exalting the iron eagle and
the tricolor flag.


On this familiar picture intruded the
rifle-armed soldiers patrolling the station, and the crews of the anti-balloon
heavy machine guns stationed on purposefully unused tracks. As Achim and his
father arrived they saw men replacing the old water jackets around the 30mm gun
barrels with new ones. One man kept a long scope pointed to the sky at all
times.


Having no escort, and having spent much of
the week isolated from the war, the Lehners had grown disconnected to the
latest events in Junzien. Achim figured that something must have happened in
quite a snap; these preparations weren’t here a few days ago. Achim did not
feel unsettled by them; he had a young boy’s fervent confidence in
the actions of his Fatherland, and in this
particular case, in those of his own father.


After all he traveled with Nocht’s own
president. 


Nore Lehner glanced calmly over the men and
the equipment. He tapped Achim on the shoulder, and together they approached
a stray landser patrolling the platform. 


President Lehner spoked up. “Soldier; are we
expecting an attack? I’m afraid I have not been appraised of such news quite
yet, which worries me given my position.”


Astonished by the appearance of the
commander-in-chief, the soldier saluted stiffly, and he replied as though
speaking to an officer. “Sir no sir! Just precautions sir! There were recent
rumors of Frank attack balloons in the east sir! We want to be ready if true,
sir!”


President Lehner smiled and patted the
boy’s shoulder. For an older man, the President had sharp features,
and he looked strong and assertive. But his touch was gentle and his words slow
and soothing. “At ease my boy. You needn’t be so tense.”


“Sorry,” replied the soldier, putting down
his hand from over his forehead.


“No need to apologize, you have carried
yourself wonderfully. What is your name?”


“Private Anschel sir. Rudolf Anschel,”
replied the soldier. He was bright-eyed, clean-shaven, and round-jawed, like
the soldiers in the posters. Achim was impressed by his effects: grey uniform, pickelhaube helm
with a stubby spike, and his long combat rifle.


“Private Anschel, I have confidence that if
the Franks try anything sneaky you will send them crying back to the kingdom.”
President Lehner said, looking him in the eye.


There was a spark in the Landser’s eyes. “Yes
sir! We’ll keep everyone safe.”


Nore Lehner patted the soldier on the
shoulder once more as he and Achim walked past and stood again at the platform.
He watched them leave with fresh admiration.


In the distance they heard their train
coming. Its gleaming silver cars, marked with iron eagles, pulled up to the
station, dragged along by a big black and gray locomotive.


In front of them the doors opened. 


The interior of the car was like a small
dining room, with a booth table surrounded by a plush couch in a square frame,
and a kitchenette where a woman tended to some coffee.


An austere, bespectacled, gray-haired man sat
on the booth, awaiting the President.


He nodded to the side of the table opposite
him. Nore and Achim sat down with him.


Nobody talked until the train whistled and
got going again. 


The lady set down coffee and soft bread for
everyone, and sat in the kitchenette area away from them. Their cups vibrated
gently on the table as the train went along. Achim did not like coffee;
nonetheless he took slow, respectful sips from his cup every so often,
swallowing the bitter draught. His father and the old man did not touch their
cups at all.


“Something brings you here, Senator. I want
to know.” said the President.


Senator Sultzer sat back on the table and
sighed. He set his hands on the table and interlinked the fingers. His
square face was implacable throughout the process.


“Nore, the congress is preparing a motion to
midterm you. I believe that it will pass.”


Achim contained a gasp with a mouthful of
hot, disgusting coffee in his cheeks.


President Lehner nodded his head to the
Senator. “I understand Sultzer. Proceed.”


“Yes. I knew you would respond this way. In a
way, I am grateful, though it also pains me.” Senator Sultzer cleared his
throat, and began to speak in a higher, more official voice. Perhaps the woman
was meant to be a witness. “As a Senator of the 58th Congress of the Federation
of Northern States, I am tasked with delivering to you, President Nore
Lehner, both written and verbal notice of the motion to challenge your second
term, and your rights with regard to this motion as the highest executive in
the land and commander-in-chief.”


President Lehner nodded his head. Achim
stared at him. His expression was stony.


“You will have 120 days to campaign against
your opponent, August Kieselman. You are required to engage in at least one
formal debate to be held three weeks before the election, and may
hold other debates, as established by mutual agreement. You will continue
to uphold the duties of the Presidency; if you are defeated in the contest you
will remain in Office until the 50th of the Aster’s Gloom, where a
transition period will begin that will end by the 30th of the Hazel’s Frost,
when the new President shall be sworn in.”


“I understand and acknowledge. Thank you,
Senator Sultzer.” replied the President.


Thank you? Achim was speechless. Here he was, under
attack, and yet– thank you?


Senator Sultzer spread open his coat and drew
a letter from the pocket. He handed it to the President. Tipping his hat
solemnly, he and the young woman took leave of the first family, and departed
to the next car in the train. When the door shut, Achim felt rudely awakened by
the sound. Everything that had transpired felt unreal, as though it had been
performed by puppets and not men with fire in their souls and blood in their
veins.


Achim tugged on his father’s sleeve, drawing
his attention away from the empty table.


“Father, why didn’t you say anything? These
men have declared war on you!” He said.


“No, they haven’t.” Nore said sternly. “They
are performing their civic duty, Achim.”


“Their civic duty to make stuff
up against you while you were out of town? Out of town talking to the
people, making them comfortable! How dare they do this, Father?”


“You are overreacting.” Nore said. “What just
transpired is the people voicing their discontent as is their right. We
live in a democracy; these are legitimate procedures.”


Achim couldn’t believe what he was hearing.
It was purely absurd to him. “That man isn’t the people! People, real people,
touched your hand, and told you they loved you and believed in you! You told
them you would keep them safe from the Franks and the Lachy and they applauded
you! This happened just hours ago! You need to fight this, Father!”


Nore shook his head. He sighed. 


He turned around on the table and took Achim
gently by his shoulders and looked directly into his eyes. “Achim, you are
still young, and someday you will understand, but I implore you to listen. You
have no right to be angry about this. This is our country working the way it
should. I cannot fight it; I do not want to fight it. Because it is our country
that I would be fighting. This is law, it is sacred; all of us will abide by
the decision the people take on the Aster’s Gloom. Should they want me, I will
know, and I will stay.”


Achim averted his eyes. He did not want to
hear these words, he found them cowardly.


“Do you understand, Achim? In elected office
we put the country above our own needs. We must preserve the values that make
us Nocht, no matter what. This is a part of that.”


Though he nodded his head in acknowledgment,
the boy secretly resented the idea.


“We must restrain ourselves. We must make
sacrifices. That is what this office means. Should you aspire to any elected
office, as I hope you will, you need to understand this.”


“Yes father.” Achim said. 


Truly, he didn’t understand it. His father
had power and influence. He had money. Why was he letting these wicked men push
him around? It just made no sense.


 


~ ~ ~


 


The Presidential Estate was a beautiful white
villa a few kilometers from Citadel Nocht, set into the wintry forests to
Rhinea’s north. It boasted a cylindrical main building three stories high
and two long, rectangular two-story wings, fully encircled by four meter
high perimeter fences. In the gloomy forest paths, the lights coming from
the villa could be seen from quite a distance and had in the past provided some
succor to lost hunters.


From the train station the first family took
a private car north, first toward and then past the black, rocky hill upon
which the eponymous Nocht Citadel was built, and through the wooded paths on
the edge of the massive icy peaks of the Jotun mountain range. They drove
leisurely through the woods, until Achim could see the dancing lights in the
distance. They crossed thick, dark lines of trees, and a guard at the gates
opened the fence gate.


It was dark out; almost pitch black. In
Rhinea the gloom was additive. 


Days were gray, and nights turned pitch
black. 


Most of the estate lights were out, but the
Foyer shone brightly.


The car rounded the unadorned front green of
the estate and stopped at the steps to the foyer. Achim and Nore dismounted and
climbed the steps. Cold wind blew against them, snaking its way through any
unprotected surface and chilling the flesh beneath.


At the top of the stairway the President
opened the door and he locked it behind them without assistance. As soon as
they turned from the door they found they had company.


Inside the broad and open foyer two older
women waited for them with their heads bowed a dozen meters from the door; and
an unfamiliar face waited with them. Beside their servants was a woman Achim
did not know. She stood with the maids in the middle of the atrium, one hand
behind her back, another extended before her in a demure gesture.


Without hesitation his father approached the
group. Achim followed, brow furrowed.


“To what do I owe the pleasure?” President
Lehner asked. He smiled fondly at the woman. He took her hand and kissed it.
She smiled back, and bowed her head to him with respect. Achim blinked. They
were acting quite familiar toward one another.


She was dressed in modest but fine clothes, a
shawl made of fur, a long dress with plenty of embroidery. She had visible
wrinkles, and thick streaks of white hair amid luxuriantly curled black
locks; but what was most curious about her in his eyes was the dark color of
her skin. She looked almost a glistening dark blue under the chandelier light.


“I’m afraid it is tragedy that brings about
our meeting, Mr. President.” She replied. 


She spoke in perfect Nochtish. There was not
a hint of an accent.


Nore bowed his own head. He still held the
woman’s hand. He raised his other hand to hold her with both. “My sincerest
condolences; what is the status of the Empire?”


She sighed with grief, and she replied
heavily, her words clipped halfway and almost blurted out through her teeth.
“The Imperial Authority has fallen, Mr. President.”


Achim looked to his father, and found the
man’s eyes drawn farther opem than ever before. He saw the surprise and fear,
the fallibility, of his father in a way that he never before had. It made him
afraid too, though he understood none of the issues at stake.


“Makemba,” he drew closer to her and raised
his hand to her shoulder to comfort her, “what do you mean? What has become of
the family? What has happened to the state?”


Though tears did not escape Makemba’s eyes,
Achim thought she was all but crying nonetheless. She was crying while dry of
tears; her breathing quickened, she blinked her eyes rapidly, she wiped them,
though they were dry. Soft sobbing interrupted her speech.


“The Imperial Family was slaughtered in their
palace, Mr. President, and the state has collapsed. There is open rebellion in
the Dominances, with a clear north against south divide. The Zaidi hold the
greatest strength, including Solstice – and they committed the greatest
atrocities to achieve that position. They murdered everyone but little
Sarahastra.”


Makemba turned and gestured toward a side
room. 


There was a door, at first cracked slightly
ajar. At her command it fully opened – from it strode a small, beautiful girl
in a long golden gown with a purple sash across her shoulders. She
approached them with a neutral expression on her face. Achim’s eyes fixed
on her and followed her every step from the door toward the middle of the
atrium.


For a moment there was no sound in the room
but the steps of her gilded, cloth shoes.


When she reached her servant’s side she
raised her head. Her bright green eyes looked too keenly aware of the
surroundings, as though she were examining everyone and everything. Her face
stared straight ahead, but her eyes turned from corner to corner, from face to
face. Everyone was staring at her but she seemed to have no reaction to this.


Next to the tall and stately Makemba,
Sarahastra looked delicate enough to break with the wind. Her skin was a
lighter shade of brown, and her features soft, her face round, her lips and
nose thinner. Her black hair was tied into a circular, braided bun behind the
back of her head, decorated with a golden chain studded with gems. She had a
gem-studded choker and bracelets clipped around the sleeves of her dress, right
over the wrists.


Nore kneeled to look Sarahastra in her
innocent eyes. He comforted her, rubbing her shoulders gently. At first he
seemed to be in disbelief as to whether he was even touching her, whether she
was really there. He stared at his own hands briefly as if caressing a phantom.
When he finally spoke Achim was sure he heard a slight stutter at first.


“You are a strong girl, Sarahastra.” The
President said. “I’m so sorry. No child should have to suffer what you have;
and especially no child of your standing. I will do everything in my power for
you, Sarahastra. But that is for the grown-ups to worry about. Makemba and I
have a lot to discuss; you should go play with my son, Achim.”


The President looked over his shoulder, and
bid Achim to come closer. The boy stepped forward without thinking, and he felt
a jolt when his father took Sarahastra’s hand and entrusted her to him,
entwining their little fingers together. “Achim, play with her for a bit, show
her around. This will be her home for a time; until some decisions are made.”


He gingerly pushed the children in their own
direction, and urged them to depart for the east wing. Meanwhile he took
Makemba’s hand, comforted her one last time and led her arm-in-arm to the
opposite wing with the maids in tow. When the doors slammed shut behind them,
they left a sudden silence, as if they had let out all of the air in the room.


Achim and Sarahastra were left holding
hands in the atrium, and for a moment Achim stood still, feeling the
warmth in her hand, and fearing to look directly at her. She was a princess
wasn’t she? He felt that same jolt down his spine whenever the word recurred in
his mind, and whenever he recognized again that warmth from her hand – a
princess.


“Gosh, I really hope Dietrich is awake.” Achim
said nervously, aloud, to himself.


He quickly noticed that the words coming out
of him could be heard. In an unthinking snap he turned his gaze on Sarahastra,
and met her bright, blinking eyes. He resisted the urge to evade again;
he tried to smile. But there was something disconcerting about being
left alone holding an imperial princess. What was the proper etiquette here? He
was stunned. This sort of thing did not happen in real life, this was all
storybook material. Achim thought, who even had princesses anymore? He supposed
the Franks did, but they were all awful!


“Um, hey, let’s go to the reading room.” He
said. He grew tired of his own thoughts.


Sarahastra did not offer a peep to him in
return and instead looked him up and down.


Achim felt stupid; she was a foreigner. She
might not know Nochtish, even though her attendant could speak it. What did
they speak in her country? What even was her country? He searched his head for
it. Judging by her looks, maybe Occiden? No, it wasn’t–


“Bestätigend,” the girl suddenly
said. Achim nearly jumped, but he held on to her.


So she could speak Nochtish! “Oh, well, ok then.
That’s a weird word choice, you could have just said ‘ok’ or something, y’know?
Do you understand me, um, Sarahastra?”


“I do. I can speak.” She said. Her voice
sounded rather sweet, but her pronunciation was just a little slow. “I am sorry
I did not reply sooner. I was taken by your suit.”


“Um, thanks. It’s my Seventhday suit. It’s
sharp.” Achim said. “Can you follow me?”


Sarahastra nodded. Achim led her by the hand
out the big doors to the eastern wing of the estate. Across dark hallways,
flanked by snow-battered windows, through long lines of doors, and up a flight
of stairs, the children journeyed alone. Achim finally stopped in front of a door
in the middle of the foremost hall in the wing’s second floor. He knocked on
it.


“Dietrich, are you there? Dietrich you must
be! Open up, it’s Achim! I have company!”


In a minute the doors cracked, and a boy with
bright hazel eyes and short brown hair peeked his head around. When he opened
the door all the way Dietrich stood perplexed at the threshold, holding a
large book under his arm. He was a tall boy, just like his father, the estate
guardsman. Normally he looked a little askew compared to Achim, but today
it was like he had dressed for church, all cleaned up with a vest, long
pants and a blazer.


Suddenly feeling the heat from the reading
room chimney, Achim removed his coat and he tied the arms around his
waist. He took Sarahastra’s hand and led her past Dietrich.


“I like her bracelets. Who is she?” Dietrich
asked, following them.


“You’ve been here all day and you didn’t see
her come in?” Achim asked.


Dietrich rolled his eyes. “Yes, because I’ve
been here all day.”


“You didn’t notice how you got all those nice
clothes? There was probably a reason.”


“I bet there was but I just didn’t really
care. She looks sick though.”


Sarahastra briefly spoke up. “I am not sick,
but thank you for your concern.”


“Do you need to lie down though? You’re
lookin’ kind of gloomy.” Dietrich asked.


“Don’t be rude to her Dietrich!” Achim
whispered in a fit of emotion.


“I am fine.” Sarahastra dispassionately
interjected again.


Dietrich shrugged comically. “She says she is
fine Achim.”


“You know who needs to sit down though? I do.”
Achim said, sighing.


Though it was called a reading room, the
room’s broad floor space, wide walls and tall ceiling contained only one
sizable bookshelf. Since the Lehners moved in it was mostly a play-room for the
kids. A large and open area had been set aside that was full of toys. There
were tops to spin, airplanes that could be thrown to fly a small distance,
simple balls and sticks, pedal cars to run around in, little logs to build
with, and a chest of board games.


There were a few tables that played host
to model trains and even to terrain for toy soldiers – one of these
tables could not be touched under any circumstances. Dietrich had spent a long
time setting up a big cavalry battle there and did not want anyone to mess it
up. Achim led Sarahastra past this little monument, and pulled up a few large
chairs with big fluffy cushions. Everyone sat down in a little circle. Achim
let out a long breath.


“Dietrich, she’s a princess, her name is
Sarahastra. Her country’s in trouble.”


“You’re the worst fibber, Achim, just look at
you.” Dietrich replied.


“I’m not fibbing! It is true! I could hardly
believe it myself but it is true!”


Dietrich looked at Sarahastra as if silently
demanding an explanation.


“I think I am the Empress now. Everyone else
has passed on.” Sarahastra said sadly.


Dietrich’s mouth hung. He shivered suddenly.
“Messiah defend! Princess, I, I, uh–”


“Oh god,” Achim reached out and took
Sarahastra’s hands. “I’m, I’m so sorry–”


She shook her head. “It is fine. I did not
know Father well. I was the daughter of his third wife. Mother died long ago.
She did not have to see any of the deaths like I did.”


Dietrich and Achim froze up. 


Neither of them could think of anything to
say that might possibly soothe the girl or even so much as enliven her. They
simply took her hands and tried to silently comfort her, and to look concerned
with her troubles. They squeezed her fingers in their own.


She smiled at them and squeezed their hands
back. 


Neither of them knew how to take it. 


For an awkward stretch of time they only
stared at each other. She did not stop smiling. Something about it felt
contrived to Achim, but at least she didn’t look so miserable.


“Um, well, I am Dietrich Haus. I, um, I like
soldiers and maps.” Dietrich said.


“I am Achim Lehner. I’m the son of the
President. I like planes a lot.” Achim added.


The Empress nodded her head. “I am Sarahastra
Ayvarta II. I like to read stories.”


“What kind of stories?” Achim said. “We have
all kinds of books if you want to read.”


“I like stories about princesses, princes and
knights; perhaps that’s inappropriate now.”


“W-Well, if you like those,” Achim stammered,
“you’ll find a lot on the shelves.”


Sarahastra stared at them closely. She seemed
amused by something. She held a finger to her lips and her eyes went up and
down Dietrich and up and down Achim once again.


“Dietrich, I must say, you do look like a
knight; and Achim looks like a prince.”


Achim was left speechless again. This time he
did not quite recover from it.


 


~ ~ ~


 


Eventually the maids reappeared and broke up
the children’s little circle. 


Dietrich, Achim and Sarahastra went their
separate ways. 


Achim was put to bed. He laid awake in his
pajamas all night, staring at the ceiling and at the snow falling out the
window. Before he had never heard another child say any word related to
death, except perhaps in an emphatic, playful way – hunters killing drakes,
wolves killing pigs, that sort of thing. When Dietrich killed him he just
caught him and knocked him down in the snow when they played hunters and
drakes. That was all it was.


He knew what it was like to lose people. 


He had lost his mother. But that was a long
time ago and it was peaceful. He was a really little kid back then. He still
believed, in that way one thoroughly believed anything one was told when young
enough, that she was in heaven and she was happy. That it was angels that had
taken her, softly and gently, from the pain and illness of this world.


Sarahastra had seen someone die; her own
family. 


And she just talked about it. 


It was scary. 


Something too real forced its way into his
world of make-believe, into his unending days playing with the guardsman’s boy
and going out into town when his father wanted to.


To her it was ordinary, she said it as easily
as she complimented his good suit.


She even smiled! What kind of smile was that?
It looked genuine enough. 


Was she really ok?


And she called him a prince. 


Was she just nervous? Was her mouth just
spitting out words?


He rolled in bed, thinking about her; she was
so strange, and yet, he felt like she had to be incredibly strong, incredibly
smart, and incredibly tough; he was mystified with her. She was not like any
child he had met. She was incredible, in every sense of the word. She was
important. She was mystical and exotic and he felt drawn to her. He felt like a
fairy had come and touched him and shown him that magic existed in his mundane
world.


Before he knew it, the sun was out again in
the clearing. 


It was still gloomy – it was always gloomy at
the estate. 


Over the forest the sky was always gray. But
the bright white piles of snow everywhere made up for it. He could see that icy
wonderland from his window even while lying on his bed. He had not slept at all
that he could remember, but he did not feel tired.


In fact, he felt like playing, and he quite
felt like playing with someone specifically.


He pulled a coat over his pajamas and put on
a pair of warm fluffy boots without socks. Wrapped up, he ran out of his room.
He had an idea of where they could be keeping Sarahastra. In a few minutes he
was downstairs and running past a few of the guest rooms. He crouched and
looked under each one, and found one door where the floor mat had been
disturbed. He could see a little bit of light inside, so the window was open. 


He allowed himself in.


Like his own bedroom the guest room was
sizable and Sarahastra looked very small in the middle of the adult bed there.
She was sitting up against the backboard, wrapped up in blankets. Her hair was
down – it was long and dark and a little wavy. She smiled again at him.
Her expression was nicer this time. She did not look so tired. 


Unlike him she appeared to have slept the
night.


Perhaps she had gained some more distance
from her own terrors now.


“Hey, let’s go out and play.” Achim said. He
climbed on the bed with her, and pulled the blankets off her head, like taking
down the hood of a cloak. He tried to smile at her.


Sarahastra looked sternly at him. “I am
supposed to stay here Mr. Lehner.” She said.


“Mr. Lehner? Ew. That’s my dad; call me Achim.”
He pronounced it. “Ah-kim.”


Sarahastra nodded. “Ah-kim.” She said. “I
would like to go see the snow, Achim, but I do not know if I am allowed to do
so. I think the adults would rather I stay indoors today.”


“Aw, to heck with ‘em.” Achim said. “What can
they do? You’re their boss now.”


“I am their boss? Really?” Sarahastra crossed
her arms and tipped her head to one side.


“You are! You said it; you’re the Empress!
That’s even more important than my dad, he’s just the President. People can
just vote him out; heck they’re already doing that.”


“They are? That is dreadful; he seems like a
very nice man.” Sarahastra said.


Achim felt annoyed with the idea. “Sometimes
not enough, sometimes too much.”


He took Sarahastra’s hands again. “Come on,
let’s go play. We just need a coat.”


“Well, if you say so; I am trusting you with
this, Achim, because you seem reliable.”


“I don’t think you’re a good judge of that,
to be honest.”


“Oh, but I am. I meant everything that I said
about you. I can just feel it.”


She followed him off the bed. 


Once all the blankets were off her he found
she was dressed in a set of pajamas much like his own, with long sleeves and
long pants. Good. All she needed was a coat, and they found an ill-fitting one
in the guest room closet. Bundled tight, the princess followed the president’s
son down the halls and out through a side a door. A trio of big stone steps led
into an ocean of snow. Sarahastra was hesitant at first, but plunged in after
Achim.


“It is cold out here!” She said, shivering,
but with a smile. Achim laughed with delight.


“That’s what’s great about it though!” He
said. “It really wakes you up!”


They trudged through the snow and around the
back of the estate, Achim promising Sarahastra that she would get used to the
cold and that it would be fun once they found Dietrich. He knew where he would
be on a sunny, snow-covered day. Like the front of the Estate, the back was
mostly featureless aside from a statue of Gunther Von Nocht and a few trees
allowed inside the fenced perimeter. Near one of those few trees they found a
large pile of snow with a slit carved on it, and a pair of eyes peering out at
them from inside.


“I made a pillbox.” Dietrich shouted. 


Little Dietrich Haus was always up earlier
than anyone else. He got up when his dad started his shift, and his dad was up
with the sun since he was the guardsman. 


Achim crouched, gathered up snow into a ball,
and tossed it at Dietrich’s little fortress.


“Not gonna do anything; you’re gonna need a 5
cm gun or bigger.” Dietrich said.


Sarahastra crouched, gathered up her own
snowball and threw it at the fort as well. Dietrich’s slit collapsed from the
strike, forcing him to stand up and break through the roof of his mound. He
laughed and threw his own snowball, falling short of Sarahastra’s shoes.


“You’re gonna need to brush up on that aim
soldier!” Achim replied, laughing also.


Conspiratorial grins adorned every face; the
children crouched, gathered up snow and started an impromptu snowball war.
Sarahastra was pelted in her hair, Achim took two balls at once to the chest,
and within moments Dietrich was almost buried again in the remains of his
fort. Running and jumping and ducking projectiles, taking cover wherever
they could, the children laughed and protested jokingly whenever hit. 


They pretended to keel over dead when
too tired to continue. On the floor they waved their arms in the snow, making
shapes. They dug into the powder like snakes or worms.


Soon everyone was covered in snow, it was on
their coats and shoes and in their hair.


They laid on the ground together, holding
hands, breathing heavy between bouts of laughter, and Achim felt a great
comfort in seeing Sarahastra smiling and laughing. He thought to himself that
whatever happened next, there was a way he could come out smiling.


“Strange. I no longer feel so cold!”
Sarahastra said, beaming cheerfully at the boys.


She picked up a big clump of snow and tossed
it overhead and it rained down on them.


“I told you!” Achim said. “After a while you
just get used to it. It becomes natural.”


She smiled at him, and raised her hands to
his shoulders, sidling closer. She touched her forehead to his own. Achim was
stunned; his cheeks and ears turned a bright red.


“Thank you for your kindness to me Achim. I
thought I would never see another happy child again. I felt like there could
not have been a place without misery left in the world.”


She remained there, embracing him, and he
embraced her back while Dietrich stared.


“N-No problem. I am glad you feel happy.
H-Hey um, um, want to climb the big tree?”


Sarahastra backed a few centimeters away from
him, their eyes meeting, still close.


“I would love to.” She said. She got up
before him, and helped him to stand.


The three of them approached the big tree
closer to the fence. There were planks nailed to its trunk, and a few nailed
between its branches, just under its thick canopy of snow-covered
marcescent leaves, where the kids could sit. Dietrich climbed up first,
showing everyone where to step. Achim went second, and he urged Sarahastra to stick
close to him so he might reach down if she fell; but she had no trouble. She
deftly took the handholds, and pulled herself up to the plank with the boys
just as quickly as they did.


She whistled; they had a great view of the
lawns from 5 meters up.


“Never seen a girl climb that well. You’re
not scared at all?” Dietrich asked, swinging his legs in mid-air. Achim started
to reprimand him but the princess interjected too quickly.


“No. I could have told beforehand if I was
going to be hurt.” Sarahastra replied.


She swung her legs happily while Dietrich and
Achim stared in bewilderment.


“What is that object up there?” She asked,
pointing up into the canopy.


Achim looked up. He saw a thin wooden toy
stuck in the branches.


“Oh, that’s one of my gliders. I threw it
from the roof and it just coasted down there.”


“You should get it back.” Sarahastra said.


“No way, it’s hard enough getting up here.”
Dietrich said.


“He will not be hurt, I promise you.”
Sarahastra said.


Achim peered overhead. There were a few good
branches to step on, but they had never laid any handholds that far up, so he
would have to grab branches to climb.


“You really think I can get it?” He asked.


“I know you will get it.” Sarahastra
said.


He craned his head toward the
canopy once more, and carefully he stood up on the plank. Dietrich shook
his head and waved his arms as if to signal him back to the ground, but Achim
lifted his leg onto a branch and reached overhead. He started to climb but
froze up; he had a leg on a branch, one dangling in mid-air, and two hands
holding branches.


“Do not stop! You will reach
the top and you will not be hurt, trust me!”


Sarahastra’s voice compelled him forward. He
saw his plane just a few meters up.


Achim pulled himself up, standing on the
higher branch he reached.


He saw no other branches near him that he
could use – so he jumped.


His chest hit a branch and he curled his arms
around it.


Pulling himself up, he stood on that one, and
seized another set just above him.


Finally he was on the level of the plane. 


He reached out to the leafy little branches
holding it, and he took the object in one hand and pulled it close. Then he sat
back against the tree, in awe. He had his plane back, and he was high enough up
that he could see on the roof of the estate’s central structure, and he could
look out over the fence spears and into the gloomy forest.


Triumphantly, he threw his plane and he
watched it fly on the cold winds, down from the tree, in a circle around the
back yard, and coming to land right in front of the statue.


Dietrich stared up from the planks in awe.
Sarahastra waved. Had she really known so certainly? Achim was so high up that
he felt like he was flying. He stretched out his arms and laughed. To think
that this seemed so daunting and impossible just a few minutes ago.


Then he saw a maid in the window; she
pointed; she shouted.


 


~ ~ ~


 


“What were you thinking, Achim? I thought I
taught you sense, boy!”


“Sorry father.”


There was a massive portrait in the room of
Lenore Von Fiegelmann, dearly departed wife and mother. She looked like she was
watching the family drama disapprovingly. Only Achim looked her in the eyes.
Nore paced as if he wanted to distract himself from her sight.


“You could have been hurt! Sarahastra could
have been hurt!”


“Sorry father.”


Nore’s office was massive; there used to
be many portraits there, but now only one hung. Lenore had left the world
when Achim was very small. All he had left of her were pictures, and vast sums
of money she had declared to be exclusively his. Innocent that he was he never
thought about why his mother might have denied his father any of her wealth.


Innocent that he was, he listened whenever
his father told him about restraint, about covetousness, about keeping those
vaults sealed up and living judiciously, on his own means. He didn’t think that
perhaps it was a way his father tried to take control. Instead, he bowed his
head, and he watched his father pace the room, stern, but with a gentle voice
that made him seem amicable. He took his father’s advice to heart, on most
days.


“I understand your desire to include her in
your activities, but she is a special child, Achim. Your generosity cannot
reach her. You are troubling her. You may visit her briefly and wish her well
but I insist that you give her distance. Are we clear about this?”


“Yes father.” He said. But hee felt angry in
that instant. 


Behind his back, he closed his fists. Achim
didn’t know why his father was denying him this. He just could not understand.
Everything else made sense, but was playing with another kid so wrong? He liked
Sarahastra. He wanted to be with her more. She had a way with words; she was
interesting! She made him feel really good. She liked her so much!


“You are a good child, Achim. Please behave;
think about your actions. Moderation is important. It is paramount. Hold your
indulgences back, or they will overcome you.”


“Yes father.”


He started to hate it when his father became
like this. There was a nascent anger, building and building. Little statements
that tasted like vinegar flooded his mind. 


He denies me everything; he’s always like
this; he’s such a spoil-sport; he doesn’t understand anything. He doesn’t let
me have anything. He’s always taking from me.


Nore patted him on the shoulder and stroked
his hair. He sent the boy on his way.


Achim hardly listened to his praises. Head
down, he kept tasting the vinegar.


Whether or not Nore wanted him to, Achim was
going to see Sarahastra again. He owed her that, he thought. She was so nice,
and it was not fair to keep her holed up after all she went through. Whatever
Father said; whatever her Guardian said; he wanted to play with her again. He
wanted to play with her again and again. He wanted to hold her hand.
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Nocht Federation – Republic of Rhinea, City
of Junzien


 


16 years before the Solstice War.


 


It was a new year at the Seminary of Saint
Romagna, but the same old intrusions.


His father and Makemba had sent
Sarahastra to a Messianic seminary to complete her education. They tried
to be diplomatic about it, telling them they could see each other on holidays.
Over time their guardians had grown weary of the orchestrated rendezvous
that the two teenagers had every few weeks or months or whenever an opportunity
arose. Really this course of action had been taken because they thought it
would limit them further.


They were utterly mistaken. 


Nore had clearly forgotten two things 1) the
Von Fiegelman inheritance from his wife’s side of the family had all gone
to Achim, by her own wishes, and 2) that marks could solve any problem. Achim
dropped a few notes at the seminary gate and he had the run of the place. It
was a dismal little college on the southern countryside of Junzien.


A broad open field split the campus. A
few gabled dormitory buildings stood to one side, and the square school
buildings stood to the other. At the end of a long trail downhill there was a
barnyard, stacks of hay, grazing cows and clucking hens near a little brook.


It felt confining. It was apart from
civilization. It was like a little prison for young girls.


That was part of it too; a prison. 


Because President Kieselman and the new
Federation Congress had recognized the Socialist Dominances of Solstice. Nore
wanted Sarahastra to give up on her claims now.


Achim knew she was not giving up on that, and
she was not giving up on him either.


Just before the dawn they met near a barn,
the gate guard looking the other way.


Achim took Sarahastra in his arms
and kissed her, briefly but passionately.


Sarahastra smiled at him charmingly. If
he knew her, then that preternatural intuition of hers had prepared her for
this. Who knows; perhaps she could even taste the kiss ahead of time. Maybe she
felt that he desired even more of them. Certainly she agreed too.


“You naughty boy; you’ll never be president
if you sneak around like this.” She said.


“I’m sure plenty of presidents have done
worse than this.” Achim replied.


They laughed together. Standing behind the
barn wall, they held each other. This is what they had to do; theirs was a
secret love. It felt romantic, and there was never a dearth of excitement.
Every time they saw each other’s faces after a few weeks or months, the ensuing
kiss felt delicious. They had greater impulses, sometimes; but they were
patient.


They walked around the side of the barn, down
a hill toward the brook, watching the chickens and cows. Sarahastra was
modestly dressed, with a cream-colored shawl and a long blouse and skirt. Her
hair was tied into a simple braid. He compared her to a nun.


“You say that, but there are women here
looking to become nuns.” She said.


“By their own will?”


“You’d be surprised.”


“Have you given it any thought, my virtuous
maiden?” Achim asked teasingly.


“I’m too much of a sinner for that.”
Sarahastra replied, waving her hand dismissively. “But I might change my name.
It might help my prospects here in the future.”


Achim promptly changed the subject. ”So
what are you studying here?”


“General things. Arithmetic, literature
appropriate for girls. Poetry. Bird-watching.”


“Bird-watching?”


“Bird-watching.”


They looked at each other and chuckled at the
absurdity of it.


“This is really more of a place to seclude
your rebellious daughter until you’re ready to cart her off to some rich boy,
than it is a school. Some girls here have very sad stories.”


Achim shook his head. Had he been able to
knock down the walls and take her out he would have. He couldn’t, not right
now, but he would someday. He knew that he would.


“So that’s what Makemba wants you to do now?
Give up the throne, find a husband?”


“Perhaps. She’s got a storm coming if she
thinks that will happen.” Sarahastra said.


“My father keeps pushing me to go into law. I
haven’t any motivation to do it.” Achim said. “This is all his ideas; I don’t
really care. I don’t know what to do, to be honest.”


“Didn’t you want to be President, like him?”


“That’s just the dreaming of a foolish boy.
How does one even become President?”


“From what I’ve studied so far, it’s a
combination of charm and money.”


Achim chuckled, a bit bitterly. “I guess I’m
set then.”


“Also a little ruthlessness.”


“That’s more Dietrich than me.”


“You could stand to have a little more. It’s
appealing in a way.”


“Unlike him, I’ve got nothing to be ruthless
about.”


Sarahastra stepped out in front of him
suddenly and they almost bumped their faces together. She had her hands behind
her back and a solemn look on her face. She stared directly into her eyes. He
could see himself in the green, they were so close. His golden hair,
pink-pale skin, sharp and angular features – he was almost the opposite of
her in form.


“I had a vision again, Achim.” She said
solemnly.


He blinked. “What did you see?”


She leaned in and kissed him, taking his lips
into her own.


He felt her tongue enter his mouth, and he
stood transfixed, holding her by the waist.


They kissed until the breath left them, and
they parted.


She raised her hands to his shoulders, and
stared deep into his eyes.


“I saw a great hunger in you, Achim. Ambition
and power and strength. You’ll be surrounded, beloved, revered even. You might
not see this in yourself now. But you will.”


Achim smiled at her, staring fondly into her
eyes. To him those voracious portents sounded sweet and affirming. Sarahastra
had a way with abstractions and metaphor.


“What about you, Sarahastra? Did you see
anything about yourself?”


“I did. I’ll be right there with you, Achim.
Just as voracious and indomitable.”


He would not foresee the chain of casual
events that would spawn from that point; of growth, of change, each instant
natural by itself but secretly interlocking in a wrought iron chain lashed
across the entire world. He could not foresee in just the way those words would
unfold. He could not see the future that history created from that point in
time.


To him, it was just her encouragement, the
words that gave him the courage to climb that tree as a child, the words that
gave him the courage to go against his father’s wishes.


He could not see himself as the person he
would become. Not yet.
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“Whoa, jeez, now I know why they call you
people movie stars!” He said excitedly.


Agatha looked him over, an eyebrow raised.
“Oh, and why do you say that?”


Achim Lehner smiled at her. “You’re shining
so bright I’m going blind over here.”


Agatha burst out laughing. Everything from
his delivery to the way his lips curled into a little grin after speaking,
suggested that he was deadly serious. This was him turning up the charm. She
giggled girlishly in his presence, and he was thoroughly unfazed by it. He
continued to smile and his eyes were looking her over confidently and hungrily. 


None of his facade was shaken.


“Thank you! I only play big venues; but I’d
do your birthday,
doll.” He continued.


“Great poker face.” Agatha replied. She
raised her hand delicately over her lips.


“Not too shabby about the cards part either;
I tend to win.” He replied.


“And do you think you’ve won here yet, Mr.
Lehner?” She pressed him.


“Well, I don’t consider this a game, not with
my eyesight on the line.”


Agatha nearly burst into laughter again. “I
see. You’re persistent.”


“Oh, don’t get the wrong idea, you want me
gone, I’ll leave. I don’t want to burn up; I’ve got long term plans for these
peepers, let me tell ya. Would be mighty inconvenient.”


She giggled again. She couldn’t believe how
much she wanted him around now.


Perhaps he was that good; or perhaps he was
just lucky. 


They were at a social to celebrate a new film
she was involved in, and he was the only interesting face in the crowd. Her
fellow actresses and some of the crew were the only other young faces in a
small crowd composed mostly of investors and industry big-shots with grey hair.
Lehner was the youngest-looking man in the crowd. She knew him a little; he was
one of the financiers for the film, because he was interested in talkies. He
was interested in the technology behind it, being able to have a movie with
voices.


So he dropped a lot of money; enough money he
got to walk on the set and look at the cameras, and he got to shake everyone’s
hands, including her own, and talk to them briefly.


Now the film was done, and everyone was
celebrating. 


Of course he would be here too. 


He had a lot of money to his name.


And he had put that money, and his name, on
this film.


When she started to notice him, she
realized that, silly lines aside, she found him handsome.
Slicked-back golden hair, interesting and angular features, bright eyes, and a
dimpled smile. He had a lean and attractive build. He didn’t look athletic, but
he took care of himself. He was older than her, he knew it from her looks and
swagger, maybe by five or six years, and she was barely twenty-five herself.
She thought him kind of slippery, like a gangster in a movie, a flashy smile
and a covered knife in the pocket. His name vaguely reminded her of something,
but she didn’t know; she started filling in blanks.


Perhaps he was that good; or perhaps it was
just her fancy. 


But she didn’t recoil from him.


Agatha smiled at him. “I will contain my
incandescence near you, Mr. Lehner.”


Lehner mockingly wiped sweat from his
forehead and chuckled lightly at himself.


She rolled her eyes visibly at him, but she
didn’t ditch him quite yet.


“So what brings you into my orbit, Enyalio?” Agatha said. She was
smarter and better read than the girls he tried his stupid lines on – and she
wanted him to know that up front.


“Well, I noticed you’re both alone and not
drinking, and I can relate.” Lehner replied.


Again, he was thoroughly unfazed. He treated
her very casually still.


“Well, I am unafraid of being by myself; and
my family wasn’t the drinking type.”


“Ha ha! My family were like goddamn monks; it
was exhausting.”


Agatha prodded his chest with her index
finger. “Are you an obedient boy then?”


“I’ve done my dad so many behind his back, I
figure I should be good sometimes.”


“Indeed. My whole career is like that; so I
have a lot to make up for.” Agatha said.


More people started to arrive, but compared
to Lehner they felt like the same old. 


Agatha stuck by him and allowed him to have
his way a little. Hand-in-hand they navigated the party, soaking in the jokes,
the sad boasts from financiers and actresses, the declarations that this film
would practically shake the theater-goers for their extra pennies. They
navigated it all right out of the apartment the party was held in and to a
balcony, under a light snowfall, overlooking the streets of Junzien. At night,
the world below them was a succession of tiny, colored lights, and shadows
flitting about beneath them.


Unprompted, Lehner removed his coat and
draped it over her shoulders. She shot him a look, but he was already staring
over the guard rails and smiling at nothing in the distance.


He looked dreamily out into the distance, as
if entranced by something. “It looks perfect, like you carved it out of a rock.
Powerful; brutal. Look at how it’s grown, goddamn. Makes you wonder about
yourself. How’ve the buildings gotten so huge, and you haven’t?”


“Probably because I don’t have a crew of
burly men putting cement around me.”


“Hah! True, too true! People are built up a
lot more haphazardly than a skyscraper.”


“I can see what you’re saying.” She searched
the coat he had dropped over her, and hit the jackpot, as she expected – his
lighter and his cigarettes. They were even mint-flavored. “A distance like this
evokes feelings in the extreme. So I try to keep from staring too hard.”


“Indeed.” Lehner looked sobered up, brought
down from his imaginings. “And behind that dark beauty, the city’s not
doing so well. Neither is the country for that matter.”


Agatha looked on. 


She was pretty connected with the news on
most days. She always read the paper and listened to the radio when she could,
just to have something to talk to with all the people she was expected to meet
with. Though she wanted to disagree with Lehner, she couldn’t find a way to
make the outlook sunnier. There had been bombings, and big union strikes and
lockouts, and there was tension with Ayvarta over the independence of Cissea
and Mamlakha, wherever those countries were. Outside the world of film, things
looked dark.


Still, her natural instinct with people like
Lehner was to be charmingly disagreeable.


“Have you room to talk, hun? What have you
done for the world lately?” She said.


Lehner laughed. “You’re right, I haven’t done
much. But I’ve got big dreams.”


She grinned. “I hope your ambitions are
loftier than just producer credits.”


“You like your men ambitious?” Lehner asked,
grinning back like a fox.


“I think men are a waste if they aren’t.”
Agatha said saucily, admitting to nothing.


Lehner laughed. “Good call; hey, how’s this
sound. I’m gonna run for President.”


Agatha burst out laughing. “Will you woo the
nation with your pick-up lines?”


He faced her and looked her seriously in the
eyes. 


She raised her head defiantly to meet
his.


“I’ve got a trade secret; but you
can stick around and find out, doll.” He said.


His fingers tapped on her shoulder
childishly. 


She thought he might lean in to a steal a
kiss, but he did nothing. 


Nothing but lock with her eyes and grin right
in her face. She grinned back in retaliation, broke off from him, and settled
against the guard-rail on the balcony.


Lighting one of his cigarettes, blowing a
cloud into the cold, Agatha Lubitsch smirked.


“I just might take you up on that, Lehner. I
feel a little more rebellious than normal.”


Maybe everyone else was too boring that
night; or maybe she really believed him.


She accompanied him to his door and then
quickly and lustily to his bed. 


There was certainly something there.
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“I’m begging you pops, don’t do this to
him. Don’t do this now for messiah’s sakes.”


“I’m doing what I should have done and
instilling discipline on a wanton child.”


Dietrich stood on the far end of the room. 


He was dressed in his grey jacket, his peaked
cap, his iron eagle, ring cross and General’s pins prominently on his chest.
Around him the suite was very dimly lit, and the seemingly perpetual snowdrift
of Rhinea battered against the windows and darkened the night sky. Though
unbowed, Dietrich’s had a grim expression; his hands were closed into
helpless fists at his sides; drops of melted snow shook off his heavy shoulders.


At the window, Nore Lehner gazed down at
the snowy streets, packed with people. Taxi cabs came and went to the Reich,
dropping men and women of high society who had come to hear the elder statesman
give his presidential endorsement. Nore remained where he stood; the
only thing he deigned to show Dietrich was the bald spot on the back of his
head, ringed by thinning gray hair. He was only half-ready for the big night
ahead, his tie still discarded, his shoes on the floor, his shirt and vest unbuttoned
and wrinkled. 


Dietrich had practically ambushed him.


“Why did you come here? Shouldn’t you be in
the islands?” Nore casually asked.


“I returned because I got wind of what you
were going to do.” Dietrich said.


Nore shook his head. He lifted a cigar to his
lips and lit it up. His reflection flashed briefly in the darkened window.
When he spoke he seemed to muse to himself. “Mary. Despite all that I have done
for her, that girl has never respected my wishes. Was Achim with her when she
told you this? By any chance did you catch them in bed?”


“You went too fucking far with this.”
Dietrich said. “They might be afraid of standing up to you but I’m not. I’m not
your child. I watched you disrespect them enough already.”


Nore scoffed. Respect? His disgraceful child
deserved no such thing. He had gone behind his back in every possible way. He
had betrayed every confidence that had been given to him and now he expected
everyone to be silent about his behavior? He could use his mother’s inheritance
and his media stocks to bludgeon others. Not his own father. He had forsaken
his career in law, married some floozy actress on a whim, all the while taking
Mary as well against his wishes. Every disgrace he could think of, that boy had
committed.


“Stand up to me how, Dietrich? Will you beat
me up like Achim’s men beat Schlegger for digging too deep? Will you dig up
dirt on me like he did to the bishop so he could have him by the sleeve? Will
you buy my endorsement like Achim’s so-called organizers do in the
colleges and studios? I’m an old man, Dietrich. Your tricks don’t work on me.”


Dietrich’s fists started to shake. “God damn
it pops, you can’t do this! After all this time you want to be the first to put
a dagger in his back? What do you think this solves?”


“I feel death coming, Dietrich. My child
needs to be taught a lesson before I am taken.”


“Taught a lesson in what? How much he failed
to be exactly like you? That’s the problem, isn’t it? You kept barring him from
everything he wanted; now he’s realizing it–”


“Achim’s ambitions are a disgrace to
this country.” Nore said, raising his voice. He sounded sore, but his sore
voice was ready to carry his justice forward. He was not turning around. He did
not deign to give Dietrich a look at his wizened, weather-beaten face. “Dietrich,
you are blind to him because you love him, but he is my son. I know his
barbarism. Achim is a wanton beast with no respect, nothing but naked greed. He
is not fit for this office. I will not let him ride my surname to power to
satisfy his frivolous desires.”


“Then I hope part of your speech involves
taking responsibility.” Dietrich said coldly.


“He strayed from being my son of his own
will. He strayed from this country’s ideals of his own will. All he
believes in are marks and guns. He is a liar and a gangster. Our country
will never recover from the poison he is seeping into our politics unless he
is–”


“Look around you.” Dietrich said. He hadn’t
moved a step from door of the hotel suite. “None of this happened overnight you
old fool. You think Achim is only doing this to piss you off? He smells the
blood in the water. Our country is falling. We are dragging out wars,
wasting money and losing respect in the world. Achim knows it is
because of men like Kantor who have no ambition, who think everything resolves
itself if you close your eyes–”


“Do not speak this disrespect, boy.” Nore
shouted, interrupting Dietritch. He finally turned around, and he raised his
arm and pointed sharply at the younger man as though his jabbing index finger
would fly across the room and stab him. “You serve under President
Kantor. Or did you join the army in the hopes of being Achim’s dog one day? Has
he brainwashed you so much you cannot see the blind hunger behind his every
action?”


Dietrich smiled suddenly. He laughed. He shook
his head. “He has what you never did; ambition. That’s what scares you. You
always rolled over. Achim claws at his cage.”


“All that my soon has is greed. You are
hopeless, Dietrich Haus. You, too, disgrace this nation.” Nore said. “I do not
wish to speak you, now, or ever again. Soon I will leave the world behind and I
will never have to consider how great my failures here have been.”


Dietrich shook his head. “Then I only hope
you leave the world soon.”


Nore narrowed his eyes at him. Dietrich
turned around and promptly left the room.


Then came a wrenching pain, almost as soon as
the door swung shut.


Around the room the shadows deepened. His
vision swam. 


He felt as if something was burrowing through
his chest. 


Heaving for breath, unable to stand, the ex-President
fell to the ground. 


He flailed his arms and tried to crawl,
clawing at the carpet while gasping for air.


Click.


From the outside the door locked. 


As his senses left him, Nore heard several
pairs of footsteps. Were Eintz and Schapel in on this too? Everything was
fading. Shadows everywhere. Shadows moving
on the wall.


Achim, he
thought, as the shadows overcame him.


When did you stop listening? Why?
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Chocolate prices were becoming outrageous
these days; Cecilia Foss grumbled silently to herself as the sweet shop owner
fussed with the gift wrap for her order behind the counter.


She couldn’t believe it was
fifteen marks just for chocolate hearts in a gift box.


“You import it, right?” Cecilia asked. “From
Kabau. So it jacks up the price.”


Her Frankish accent was noticeable regardless
of how much played it down, and it drew the man’s attention for a moment. But
he made no point of it except perhaps in his own mind. Nobody tended to when
they saw the beautiful woman who spoke the tongue.


“Yes ma’am. Shipping’s bad, you know? With
the war and all.” He replied.


“I’m sorry, fifteen marks is just more than I
had intended to spend.” Cecilia said.


“It’ll be worth it once you and your
gentleman crack this open.” He said cheekily.


Cecilia had no response for that. She drew
the paper marks from her wallet and laid them on the counter. The man pushed
her red, heart-shaped, gift-wrapped box toward her.


“Come back after we’ve beaten the communists;
Ayvarta’s prime chocolate-growing land. I bet you prices’ll go down and
business will boom once we win, yessiree ma’am.”


Cecilia deposited her chocolates in a paper
bag and left the shop to wait for the trolley.


She dropped a five-mark into
a homeless man’s hat before boarding.


He waved; she didn’t see. She didn’t deign to
look. It was almost automatic.


She gave fifteen to a thief; she might as
well give five to the needy.


Gentle snowfall dusted over the trolley as it
descended the hill down Constitution Street toward the Hotel Reich. Cecilia
held on to a bar overhead, standing between several commuters. She slipped the
brown bag into her coat, and dropped off into the street while the trolley was
still going, joining the crowds that descended down Constitution from various
office buildings at noon. Skyscrapers around her stretched into the gloom
above. 


Around the corner, the Hotel Reich extended
into the gray sky with them.


In the lobby, Cecilia stopped by a pair of
men in black suits and hats who were making full use of a refreshments table
set out for potential guests. Everyone who passed by eyed their specific hats
and knew who they were. Employee and guest alike dared not approach.


Cecilia nonchalantly showed them her government
ID.


“She’s up on the Presidential.” One man said.
“Y’can’t miss it Miss F.”


“I’ll be staying for the night. We have
business we need to hash out.”


“Don’t concern me none, Miss F. You take your
time and it right or the Prez’ll burst.”


Cecilia waved with the tips of her fingers
and left their side, taking the elevator. Reich was a fancy locale, but it
didn’t make any impression on her now. Gilded handles and knobs, glossy wood
floors, silk curtains, every surface intricately tiled and carved and etched; she
had seen this before. Ostentatious decoration lost its effect the hundredth
time; or far earlier. She had been in and out of this building so many times on
the same errand.


The Presidential Suite was its own floor and
entry was barred to it save for a lucky VIP and her guests. From the elevator,
there was a landing hall with a bench and a water dispenser, where two
Schwartzkopf sat around reading and listening to a baseball game on the radio.
She approached them, and they waved; they were familiar faces. Eintz and
Schapel did not require anything from her, they knew her to be trustworthy.


“Do not disturb us; I’ve some important work
with the first lady.” Cecilia said.


“S’already done Miss F.” Eintz said. “Mrs.
A told us she’d throw us out the window if we went in without her explicit
permission. We know good ‘nuff to believe ‘er.”


Cecilia smiled and nodded, and did her little
finger wave for the men before departing.


Past the little hall, a set of wooden
double doors lead into a large foyer with a chandelier, flanked by large fish
tanks. Exotic fish from every ocean swam in the crystalline water. There was a
tea room, a living room, a kitchen, a hot indoor bath, all in their own
branches of the suite. Cecilia produced her chocolates, held them behind her back
and cut straight to the bedroom door. She knocked on it exactly six times
before waiting.


It unlocked; the door opened. Behind it
appeared a buxom woman in a bathrobe with a bored-looking expression on
her face. Her robe was out of order, exposing some of a breast, some of her
pleasantly curved hip, a bit of belly, a plump thigh; her bouncy, wavy,
golden hair was collected behind her head, and her lips sported a recent coat
of crimson.


“Ta-dah!” Cecilia thrust out the chocolate
gift box toward the woman with a smile.


“Chocolates?” Agatha Lehner said dimly. “Are
you a little boy or a grown woman?”


Cecilia chucked the box over Agatha. It
landed on her drawer, knocking things off it.


“Little boy then.” Agatha turned, marched
back to bed, and dropped face-down.


“Tu
m’as démasqué.” Cecilia said. She was
mildly amused, mildly aggravated.


“Why are you here, Cece?” She moaned.
“Doesn’t my husband have a big speech?”


“Mary Trueday is returning from Ayvarta, so I
am a third wheel.” Cecilia said.


“And you weren’t a third wheel before that?
You’re more of a fourth wheel now.”


Cecilia approached the bed, and delivered a
firm slap on Agatha’s exposed buttocks.


Agatha jerked forward and groaned softly. She
slowly turned herself over in bed, lying on her back and facing the secretary,
her face flushing, her robe spread almost completely open. Cecilia’s eyes
practically feasted on the luxuriant pink-white skin all exposed.


“Mary is special; the way I see it, I’ve
collected both the Lehners now, so it doesn’t count when it’s just us around.
It’s different when I’m around her and Achim though. I can tell that there’s
pecking order to that and I don’t desire to be involved in it.” Cecilia said.


Cecilia threw off her coat and started
to pull off her bow tie with one hand while crawling onto the bed. She
loomed over the actress, unbuttoning her own vest and shirt with one hand
and tracing Agatha’s thigh and up to her belly with the other. Her
fingernail scraped gently into the soft, bouncy flesh thigh. In a fit of emotion
she descended, sucked the woman’s lips greedily into her own, and then pulled
back, whipping her ponytail.


“Don’t do that hair thing, you look
ridiculous.” Agatha said softly. “It turns me off.”


Cecilia moved her hand down Agatha’s belly
and clutched between her legs.


Agatha moaned, her hips bucked, her back
straightened out. She gripped the bedsheets.


“Subtle enough? Cecilia said, grinning, nose
to nose with the President’s wife.


“Enough to make me feel a little guilty.”
Agatha said, between soft moans and gasps.


Cecilia licked her lips, glancing across the
woman with an impish, hungry grin.


“Don’t be. Take it from me; we’re all sinners
in this circle, but none more than he.”


 


~ ~ ~


 


The President checked his watch and then the
tracks. 


Despite the old Junzien station expanding its
services, that familiar scene, standing on the platform with bated breath,
always seemed to recur. No train was ever on time for him.


Achim Lehner was greedy for time, greedy for
moments. None came quick enough.


There were many trains, thundering past the
station or settling quietly into the yards, but it was never quite the train he
was waiting for. That silver train of fate that ferried him in a circle across
time. The train that was carrying her to the city for one of those rare
visits.


He was flanked by two of his black-hatted
Schwartzkopf agents, keeping an eye out.


When the train finally pulled up to the
station, they opened the door for him and ushered him into the silver car, just
like when he was a kid. His men then departed to their own train car and left
him to his devices. They knew better than to stick around too long. Inside the
Presidential car, it was the same as before: the kitchenette, the couches;
the table for four. But Sultzer wasn’t there and neither was Nore this time.
They couldn’t be, anymore. Instead a lovely woman with earth-tone skin and
bright green eyes awaited him.


Kaiserin Mary Trueday; known as Sarahastra Ayvarta
before her conversion.


She looked absolutely stunning – her
long, green dress had a sleek silhouette, boasting a complex, bustled skirt and
a form-fitting bodice shaped like numerous fronds over her breasts, and
delicately baring her slim, brown shoulders. Her long, luxurious black hair had
been perfectly brushed straight, with some also collected on the sides of her
head into braids that met in a bun at the back of her head. A dab of pigments
on her lean, striking face and lips accentuated her features. She smiled
placidly when he arrived and waved at him.


Lehner sat across the table from her. “Hey, is
that thing here? Tell her to go.”


He waved dismissively toward Mary’s
solid black shadow on the couch.


In an instant it became noticeably thinner.
He didn’t catch where it went exactly.


“She’s out now.” Mary said. “She’s got better
things to be doing anyway.”


“Good. Creeps me out. I prefer good old
fashioned, solid, fleshy murderous goons.”


Mary performed an exaggerated shrug. “You
must admit she’s been useful.”


Lehner shrugged. “Didn’t see her around two
years ago when I needed knees capped!”


Mary smiled. “How disrespectful. You should
think of her as a mother to us.”


“Ugh. Nobody wants their mother in the room
when they’re fooling around.”


He leaned over the table and kissed her,
briefly but passionately. 


Theirs was a long courting, and these brief tastes
were enough to sate them until greater privacy could be afforded. They had
gotten it down to a science over years of scarce meetings. Things had escalated
when the old man and the old woman finally left the picture – but they didn’t
want to push it too much. After all, Mary had a reputation to maintain; and
Lehner had a lovely wife to placate. So their dalliances were passionate, but
brief.


Sometimes they gave in; greedy by nature,
they succumbed to long, sultry trysts.


Perhaps this would be one of those; perhaps
not. It was decided in the moment.


“So, how was home?” Lehner asked. “Everything
you thought it’d be?”


“I’m afraid Mamlakha is not exactly what I
consider home.” Mary said.


“I’m glad, because we promised that bit of
the continent its independence and all.”


Mary laughed delicately. “You look energetic
Achim. I’m glad to see you.”


“I can’t be anything but energetic with you.”
He said. He dropped the act, for her. He didn’t need to affect his voice. He
didn’t need to be snappy and quick with her. She would see through it. She saw
through a lot of things. For her, he was happy to drop every pretense.


“I’m glad. I don’t want a partner in
crime who is anything less than energetic.”


She was dropping her own act. She was a
wicked woman, morethan people thought. Almost as much as he. Put together,
their corrupting influence on each other was simply delightful. He loved her
for her secret wickedness, that witch-like tasteful lust and malice.


He reached out his hand and took hers over
the table, stroking her gently.


“Is your speech prepared for tomorrow?” She
said.


“Yeah. Cecilia helped write it. That woman is
incredible.” Lehner said.


“In more than one way?” Mary giggled.


Lehner laughed. This was not a shameful thing
to them. It was casual. They barely had to comment on it. Both of them lived
rather lively existences. They were the hungry sort.


“Hard to believe this is really happening
though.” He said. “We used to fantasize about being prince and princess in
the South; we’re finally returning to the beginning.”


“I like to see it more in terms of the
future, but I agree.” She replied. “I knew my throne would be returned to me
eventually. So far I have seen nothing to contradict this.”


“Good. Both of us get what we want; the
big chair, your gold vaults, everything.”


Mary cocked an eyebrow at him. “Oh, is the
big chair really all you want?”


“I could settle for it.” Lehner said
teasingly.


“That’s not the wanton man I know.” Mary said
sternly.


She sidled across the semi-circular couch
surrounding the table, until she was right next to Lehner, and she climbed on
him, and pressed her forehead to his. 


He rubbed against her.


“Mary, I love you. I want you to know that.
You’re– you’re really important to me.”


Lehner put his arms around her and pulled her
into a mutual embrace, arm over back, cheek to cheek, chest to chest. He felt
her presence on him, felt her weight, her warmth.


“There is nobody else with whom I would
commit sin.” Mary said, stroking his hair.


Everything stood on, but he controlled it.
From her, he just wanted this touch.


He was wanton and hedonistic. 


He hoarded life’s pleasures, he consumed and
devoured. Sex was fine; but in a way, it was being able to hold her like this
that he truly desired. To hold her without the judgment of Nore or Makemba between
them; to walk hand in hand with her regardless of status, of morality or
ethics. Money was great; power was delectable; there was certainly an allure to
his status. But he told himself, this was what he wanted. He just wanted her.


He wanted this; he wanted her. He wanted it
all. Nothing was stopping him now.


If he could only be together with her as her
king, so be it. To hell with democracy.
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Free peoples of the Federation of
Northern States.


I am honored to speak with you today.


The State of the Northern Federation is
strong, and growing stronger. Through swift, judicious action we averted the
economic gloom that seemed inevitable four years ago.


When I took office, I promised I would
revolutionize the way our government works. No more abstractions; no more
guesswork; no more arcana. My administration faced reality: we gathered data,
conducted inquiries, performed scientific research. We didn’t look at a cloudy
sky and pray for rain. We went to the source, found the water, and brought it
to the field. We ruthlessly criticized every structure to gain maximum
efficiency.


That’s what we promised and what we
delivered, economically, militarily, and socially.


Today, our prospects as a nation have never
looked brighter.


Financial and regulatory
reforms have made available money and material to industries that are
creating thousands of new jobs and turning out necessary equipment.


I am proud to say that Nocht is home to the
most advanced industries on the planet. Our medicine, our machinery, our
transportation, are second to none, and growing.


Our focus on our heavy industry has paid off,
with new factories sprouting across the Federation, linked by rail, ports and
roads that facilitate the flow of our nation’s lifeblood.


Our military is stronger than ever. Two years
ago, I foresaw how dangerous the world became and I committed to improving our
military, opening more military jobs, improving military industry. We now have
one of the largest, and definitely the strongest, army in the world. Our air
force is not too far behind, and the Bundesmarine is rapidly
improving.


Growing our military is a commitment to
protecting our future. I am proud of our men in uniform, and I am proud of the
civilians who support and supply them in times of war.


All of them keep us safe. They keep the
prosperity of the Federation well guarded.


Prosperity that we can expect to last for a
long time.


We have made it easier than ever to access
all the fine things in life. Nocht has the highest standard of living in the
world. Record numbers of people are owning homes, buying cars, taking out
loans to start their own businesses. Never before have so many opportunities
been given to hard-working men and women to get an education, a job, and reap
the rewards. You put in the sweat, Jack, and I’ll always have your back.


I talk often about mathematics: here the
mathematics are simple. By cutting red tape, lowering
taxes, expanding private industries and giving them incentives to conduct
efficient work, we have reached new levels of production and economic
prosperity.


The numbers are there. You can even go look
at them.


And yet, despite our internal prosperity, we
are still part of a wider world, and we cannot look at ourselves alone. We have
been blessed with resources that make us a leader among nations, and those
resources are now being called to complete a crucial task.


There are events transpiring in the world
that deserve your attention. Until now my lips were sealed on these events
overseas, to protect our men in uniform. It was never my intention to mislead
you, but when you sit in the big chair, well, there are considerations.


Here are the facts you’ve been waiting for as
to the events of the past three weeks.


On the 18th of the Aster’s Gloom we
coordinated with our allies to launch a series of military actions against the
Socialist Dominances of Solstice with an aim to liberate its territories and
establish a new popular government with Mary Trueday as one of the heads of
state. We decided that Solstice had been engaging in overseas terrorism for far
too long.


We started the fight with a limited
deployment. Reinforcements are now on the way.


We hit the communists hard with new
techniques and new equipment that has helped to minimize our casualties while
rapidly advancing and overwhelming the enemy.


Over the course of the next two weeks we
liberated vast swathes of territory.


I dare say, folks, we’ll be sweeping the
place up in a year.


Already we have liberated the lands of Adjar
and Shaila in the south of Ayvarta.


There is dancing on the streets in Bada Aso,
in Knyskna, in Dori Dobo!


Freedom reigns in Ayvarta for the first time
in decades!


Even as we speak, the White Army of civil war
fame reassembles in the liberated lands to take back their homeland
from the communists. In the territories freed from the tyranny of the
reds, a fervor for freedom rises that will sweep those despots well away!
People are organizing freely, finally able to exercise freedom of speech,
assembly, expression!


They are grateful to us, and willing to join
our fight. It is a fight for their very lives.


Just like we back our own people when they
are hurting, we must support the people of this nation, who have been suffering
under the yoke of totalitarian communism.


Over the course of the Ayvartan Great Terror
of 2008 to 2014, these men and women; young professionals, clergy, politicians,
scientists, even children, were driven from their homes for resisting the
communist encroachment on their lives and livelihoods. Those who remained
did so under a dogmatic government that threatened their liberties if they
dared oppose it. Though the reds call it a civil war, it was no more than
brutal slaughter.


Tyrants like Daksha Kansal killed millions
for their crooked ideology!


Communism has the blood of untold millions on
its hands!


We committed, during the civil war, to
fighting this! 


To backing a legitimate government!


We did not fulfill this commitment at the
time, when we well should have.


When we hosted Empress Mary Trueday, and
thousands of refugees during those heinous events over twenty years ago, I
believe we also committed to doing right by them when the opportunity asserted
itself. As Ayvarta grew more militant against its neighbors, operations in
Cissea and Mamlakha were launched in 2026 through 2029, first by President
Kantor, and then finished by myself. Ayvarta proved itself a threat to peace
and freedom.


We recognized the Socialist Dominances of
Solstice under President Kieselman. This was nothing less than a mistake, a
grave mistake. The Socialist Dominances of Solstice is a rogue state. We should
not have negotiated with these terrorists. We should have isolated them.
President Kantor began to take measures; and I greatly accelerated them.


We let people come to harm by our inaction;
and I refuse to allow that to happen again.


The Federation of Northern States is done
biding its time in the face of terror!


The Hydras are a massive destabilizing
force in our world. They have launched cowardly terror attacks on us and on our
allies. They condemn our form of government and laugh at our civil liberties.
They hate us for the fact that we are free and thriving without their ideology.
Their own backwards nation can only sustain itself through this hate.


And they subject their own unwilling people
to their cruel and inhuman discipline.


We’re putting the brakes on that nonsense.


We will not fear the Ayvartan terror any
more.


The Nocht Federation is a force for good in
the world. We will take a multifaceted approach to isolating, overrunning, and
ultimately defeating Ayvarta. Nothing less will do.


You may feel trepidation at the thought of
another war, when our country had hit such a high point in this brief period of
peace. I understand your fears. In the coming week, we will launch a campaign
in the home front to build trust and support, and friendship with our allies.
We are not alone in this campaign. We have the civilized world behind us.


It is my hope that once you have all the
information in your hands, you will understand my position. You will understand
that the time has come to rid the world of a great evil.


There are sacrifices that will have to be
made to succeed. But I promise you that this deployment is being handled with
the utmost care. We have our best troops, armed with the latest equipment, and
meticulously planned strategy. Not a single mark will go to waste.


Militarily, we will defeat the Red Terrorism
that has taken root in Ayvarta; and in the diplomatic, humanitarian realm,
we will support and carry out the repatriation of all of the proud people
that were displaced by the communists, so that their country may
once again flourish in the international stage under their guidance, as it
well should.


We have allies from two major nations who
have committed to joining the fight.


We do not stand alone! Praise the Allied
Powers of Hanwa and Lubon!


They are our brothers and sisters in this
fight! They see the justice in our cause!


We are committed to the independence of
Mamlakha, and the membership of Cissea into our Federation. We will fight
today, so that we can reap the benefits of a more stable world tomorrow. We
will fight today, so that tomorrow our children do not have to fear that they
will be killed on the streets by anarchists and reds. We will fight today, so
that all of the nations of the world can look to tomorrow in a spirit of
cooperation and not animosity.


We will fight today, for a victory tomorrow!
For a freer, more peaceful world!


Victory for Nocht! Put your fist to your
heart, my patriots, and shout it with me!


Sieg für Nocht! Sieg für Nocht! SIEG FÜR NOCHT!


 


~ ~ ~


 


The Secretary smiled at her handiwork. 


“Ohh, it sent shivers down my spine, Achim.”


The Television was an enormous wooden
apparatus on the opposite side of the room from the bed, just beside the
doorway. It was as big as a jukebox, though the screen was about the size of an
adult’s head. In its somewhat foggy cathode-ray tube they watched Lehner
deliver his big speech in one of the three channels available, and the only one
with regular programming, running communiques produced by the government.
Neither of them had slept over for this, but it was a nice touch to wake up in
time for the noon address.


It certainly beat watching optical illusions
and other nonsense on the experimental channels run by the electric company,
while they waited to cool off between their sessions.


Cecilia stretched her arm and smacked a wired
panel on the wall, shutting the set off.


She sat up in bed, breasts bared, rubbing her
eyes; she was naked, but there was nobody to see save for Agatha, lying beside
her with her back to a pillow and a cigarette in her lips. She was just as
naked. They had spent nearly a day sharing this state of being.


“I wrote almost all of that myself.” Cecilia
bragged. “Achim’s delivery completed it.”


“Congratulations.” Agatha said sarcastically.


“God, is there any time you’re not giving
cheek? What did you think of it?”


“I’m not convinced by a word my husband says
anymore, but I’m not the average voter.” Agatha said, blowing a little cloud.
“I might be bias in that regard, you could say.”


Despite the air conditioning Cecilia was
covered in cold sweat. Her blond ponytail had been ripped free, and her hair
now hung long, and messy. She still felt a tingling along her thighs and up
into her chest from their shared passion. She shook her head to clear the fog.


“I should go downstairs or something. I
stayed overnight. It might look weird to them.”


“Who cares?” Agatha said. “Achim knows about
this, doesn’t he? What can they do?”


Cecilia smiled. “I’ve not exactly made an
effort to let him know.”


“You think he’s that dumb?”


“You’re right. He probably doesn’t care.”


Agatha sighed deeply. “You and I are the
third wheels here. He already has his love.”


Cecilia snatched the cigarette from Agatha’s
finger and took a drag herself.


“Don’t let it mortify you, Agatha. You were
always more my type than him anyway.”


She made to stand up from the bed, but barely
turned over the side when Agatha nearly jumped at her, pulling her back,
marking her neck with a kiss. “Stay with me a little, Cece.”


“If you insist, Aggie.” replied the
secretary. Agatha’s hands interlocked just over her chest. She raised her own
hands, and squeezed Agatha’s fingers. They shared a kiss.


When their lips and tongues parted they
looked into each other’s eyes lustily.


Cecilia smiled. “Achim can wait a bit.”










24.  Kansal’s Ambition


 










44th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


Solstice
Dominance – Southern Solstice, South Gate District


 


Solstice had become home for a variety
of cooperative restaurants over the years. Foreign visitors, when more
plentiful, often wondered about the system. After all, in a nation that
guaranteed all of its people free meals, what was the point of a restaurant
where one paid from one’s wages to eat a meal? Daksha Kansal had rehearsed an
answer for such a question. It was assumed much of the state of things was her
idea, though it was not.


Still, she had pledged to defend the system
and she did so where possible.


So she had her answer.


In a Civil Canteen there was not as much
room for a creative, relaxing or entertaining dining experience – Canteens by
design served food that was widely available, nutritious and easy to prepare in
large batches with specific portions such that everyone received their
fair share across the days and weeks. As a community enterprise they were
also meant employ any available non-specialized labor, regardless of cooking
ability, so the food had to be simple. Many of them also economized on space
and did not provide service for meals.


Cooperatives accommodated creative laborers
with a passion for food who did not simply want to work in farming or
processing or simple canteen work. Some were small restaurants noted for their
serving of local specialties or tastes not catered to by canteens, often either
grown themselves or procured under special agreements; others offered
a special sit-down eating experience that a Civil Canteen simply couldn’t,
mixing art and atmosphere with good food. In short, the Cooperative
Restaurant purveyed food culture. 


Under the (imperfect) system
of socialism that
still dealt in wages, it was necessary to place a few regulations on such
activities, in order to insure an equitable environment.


That was the essence of the Cooperative.
Flexibility, happiness and egalitarianism.


Most people were content with this
explanation.


Perhaps satisfied; perhaps uncomfortable
with Daksha’s impassioned tone of voice.


On the morning of the 44th, Daksha left the
Solstice city center and traveled a few kilometers down to the South Gate
district. Arriving before noon via commuter trolley, she walked a few streets
down from the trolley stop and chose a little cooperative cafe as her
landing spot. She settled on a bench table outside, under an awning with the
Hydra sewn yellow over red. She smiled; these were people who valued her chosen
symbols.


Half a kilometer away she saw the
massive, fifty meter tall walls separating all of Solstice from the red desert.
They dominated the background; the town itself was humble when compared to
them. Those ancient walls contrasted the humble town they guarded. Streets were
wide and dusty with desert sand, alleys wider still. Small and sturdy buildings,
each well apart from the next, populated the area. Their walls were formed of
smooth layers of brick, with tiled roofs and long awnings of wool dyed
with organic patterns.


Whenever the gate opened, strong dusty winds
blew in caravans of pilgrims, socialist and spiritual, from across the nation.
Solstice was the center of the Socialist Dominances, both geographically,
ideologically, and culturally. It was the
city of Ayvarta, its capital.


People flocked to it for what it represented
and for what it offered them.


Through the gates entered independent
camel-borne merchants from the ancient sand tribes, headed for the Msanii to conduct their traditional
barter as though there were no socialism in Ayvarta; religious devotees come to
pray to the old altars of the desert deities, still preserved along certain
streets; laborers and students looking to become part of the socialist
nerve-center; and some modern supply vehicles carrying Solstice’s share of
the nation’s bounty, for its own lands consisted mostly of the vast,
ruddy-brown sand of the Red Desert. All of Ayvarta gave and took from Solstice
in some way or another.


Without Solstice, it was a wonder how Ayvarta
could survive.


Daksha sat in her bench, and she pulled on a
cord. A bell rang inside. Minutes later a small boy with frizzy hair walked
outside in an apron, wearing a bandana around his forehead, and carrying a
notepad. He smiled at her, and waited expectantly beside her table.


“Are you taking my order?” Daksha asked
gently. She smiled a little at the boy.


“Oh, yes ma’am. I’m sorry. My sister’s ill;
she’s normally takin’ orders for ma’.”


“Oh dear, how troubling. Does she have a
referral?” Daksha asked the boy.


He nodded his head. “I think so. She is in
the queue I think, ma’am. Doctor’s been awful busy. Been getting people coming
from the south, I think, ‘cause of the bad things.”


Daksha’s expression grew suddenly severe, but
she tried to still her flashing mind.


“What is her name? I might be able to
help. I work for the government.”


“Oh you do? Her name is Yanna Gueye. Thank
you for your concern ma’am.”


Daksha kept it in mind. 


She didn’t know why it felt so necessary to
her; certainly if somebody in worse condition was ahead of her then there was
nothing that could be done. Ayvarta was still in the process of building up its
medical corps for its universal healthcare. Good doctors took years to train
and so far only a few good universities were in operation for it. So there were
queues, there was nothing that could be done about it. She felt helpless in the
face of it.


There was suffering in front of her. It was
low-key, perhaps, but it was. It was suffering that she knew too well. And the
source of that suffering was easy to identify. 


It frustrated her.


“What’s your name ma’am? Gotta have it for
the stati- statististics?” The boy said.


She smiled again at the boy. “Put it down as
Shacha.”


“Our special for lunch is Shashlyk and potatoes in
spicy coconut–”


“Ah, no, sorry dear, thank you. I do not eat
meat.” Daksha said.


“Oh! Um, we have a menu for animists, if you
worship spirits–”


“I’d like a look at it, if it’s not too much
trouble. Thank you.”


Her little server looked at her quizzically
for her interruptions, but he smiled and turned around and quickly picked up
the special menu from a table just inside the restaurant proper. He returned
and jovially handed it to her. Prominent on the vegetarian lunch menu
was a savory red sauce couscous with seitan and a salad of chards. Daksha
ordered.


“Thanks! Spirits be with you ma’am. My
mother reveres the Akhu.”


He meant that his family worshiped the
ancestors. These were both common religions and mostly ethnically split.
Certainly the boy looked like an
ancestor worshiper, in a way.


“Do not worry; I understand no disrespect was
meant. You’ve done a good job.”


“Lots of folk here don’t eat meat, so we do
our best with Arjun food! You’ll see.”


“I’m sure you do everything you can for
your mother and her co-op staff. It’s good that you help her. I think it can
only make the food taste better when family helps make it.”


Elated, the boy ran back into the restaurant
with her order. Daksha watched him go.


Religion was not quite the reason for her
vegetarianism; she had no religion. 


Rather, eating meat simply
triggered some painful experiences. 


But that was not something anyone had to
know. 


That bloody history that had become embedded
in her heart was best kept to herself.


Daksha sighed, and produced her own pen
and pad from within her jacket. She started to write. After this latest
legislative failure she had decided to make a public appearance.


Ink dripped gently from the tip of her pen as
she started to scrawl.


Hers was not beautiful handwriting; it was
rough, jagged, and difficult to read.


Her life had been swords and guns and pens in
unequal measure; she slashed her letters like knives across bloody flesh, she
jabbed her dots and punctuation like bullet holes.


Pens and swords; but all she saw was murder
and murder in her mind.


She had lost count of how many her hands had
killed.


Perhaps she could never know. Her history was
too bloody.










20th of the Yarrow’s Sun, 1990 D.C.E


Adjar Dominance
– Dobo Broadlands, Agora Farms


 


17 Years Before The Ayvartan Revolution


 


40 Years Before The Solstice War


 


For generations the Kaushik family had grown
lentils. 


Knee-high, bushy green lentil plants covered
the three acres of their farm, the rows situated along one side of a dirt
road leading their little house. They had plentiful unkempt grassland across
from their lentil patches for a pair of long-horned Brahmin. These beasts rested
in the sun beside a little shed for the hand plow and other tools, waiting for
their next grooming session. On one final plot was the family’s two-room house,
a chicken coop, and a garden where they grew vegetables for their own use,
mostly roots.


Under the heat of the Yarrow’s Sun the hardy
Ayvartan lentils would come into their own. Sown in the New Year’s mud, the
crop took over 120 days to reach maturity, but it would soon yield its bounty,
and then the summer lentils would be sown, and the process would continue.
Lentils were sewn for the Dobo Thakur, cousin of the Emperor, who demanded tax
from the soil. His share taken, the rest would be sold or bartered at the Msanii, the ancient
marketplaces. There they could get clothes and tools and other necessities.


Such was the way of the world in the bread
basket and soup bowl lands of the Empire.


Daksha Kaushik had seen ten years worth of
lentils in her little life, though she personally remembered only five or six
of these. Her hair tied in a ponytail, wearing a purple sari with gold
trim over her weathered overalls and a patched shirt, Daksha walked down
the dirt road on the side of the crops. She held a big book to her chest as if
she were giving it a comforting embrace. Judging by the way the sun bore down
on her she guessed it was around noon. She had a boiled egg, a piece of bread
and a bit of cheese in her belly, floating in boiled milk, and she had brushed
the cows, so she was ahead of the day.


Now she was headed for her lessons in the
little village of Garani, the kilometers from the farm. In her pocket she
carried a metal canteen with water to sustain her during the trip.


She walked to Garani every two days and
hardly ever saw anyone on the way.


So she raised her head with surprise when she
heard the distant galloping of a horse.


In the distance a black beast
appeared, screaming forward with a phaeton at its back.


It took the perpendicular corner toward her
home without slowing and hurtled at her.


Drawing wide its bony beak and rearing
its horned head the beast screeched at her.


Daksha gasped and leaped headfirst into
the cropside ditch as the beast charged past.


For a few seconds the shaking and noise
brought to mind earthquakes, something Daksha had never experienced but
that was certainly comparable to this disturbance. When the animal and its
carriage finally stopped and the noise and the crashing of hoofs and wheels
subsided, Daksha peeked her head out of the ditch, still hugging her book
tightly.


A tall man in a fancy black suit dismounted
the Phaeton, screaming something incomprehensible at a finely-dressed horseman.
He broke into a brisk run from the side of the massive horse pulling the
carriage, and Daksha realized he was heading for the road, and then for the
ditch. She stood frozen as he approached, her little head the only thing
visible over the ditch. He stopped beside her, and looked down at her. 


He had a sparse yellow beard, pinkish skin
and dark blond hair swept back. 


His spectacles were tiny and perfectly
circular, and he had on a polkadot bow tie.


He started saying something Daksha did not
understand; he then corrected himself.


“Are, alive, child?” He said. His Ayvartan
was messy. He stretched out his hand.


Daksha looked at his hand. She trembled a
little. He retracted it with a long sigh.


“Alive then.” He might have wanted to
say well or healthy or unhurt but he kept
saying alive and Daksha found the sentence
startling. She didn’t know what to make of it.


Timidly she climbed out of the ditch. The man
appraised her; abruptly, as if following the stream of his consciousness, he
turned around. She followed the man back toward his mount, the horrific
creature lifting its legs in succession and kicking up bits of the turf.


By then her mother had come out to witness
the confusion – a broad-shouldered, stocky woman with her hair in a scarf and
big cheeks. She was hassling the horseman, who had driven his phaeton over the
grass and uprooted large chunks of the earth. She stopped fighting with
him when she saw Daksha and the gentleman approaching from the lentils.


Her mother’s eyes turned from daughter to
stranger and back. “Hujambo?”


In response the man adjusted his glasses, and
waved his hand half-heartedly at her.


“Husband? Where?” He asked her. His Ayvartan
was limited and grating.


Her mother looked at little Daksha again
before responding. “Gone. Who are you?”


“Keister Von Volker.” Replied the man. These
words came more naturally to him.


“I am Yanna Kaushik. This is my farm, Mr.
Volker. Not my husband’s.” She replied.


“I can see you.” Von Volker said. He might
have intended to say he understood.


“What is your business, Mr. Volker? Your
carriage damaged my grasses.” She said.


Von Volker bowed his head and rubbed himself
with a handkerchief from his pocket. He was sweating profusely and breathing
roughly. Daksha thought he looked frustrated.


His horseman suddenly stepped in, a swarthier
fellow with a bald head under his cap.


“Ich werde übersetzen.” He said,
before turning to face Yanna and bowing his head to her. He spoke perfect
Ayvartan. “Apologies for your grass ma’am. My name is Haji. Mr. Volker is a
business-man from the Federation. The Thakur who owns the broadlands, owes him
a hefty sum, and has chosen to repay by ceding land to Mr. Volker.
Graciously, Mr. Volker has come to visit each farmstead, and to explain these
matters to the laborers.”


Yanna narrowed her eyes and crossed her arms.



“I don’t understand. The Thakur, indebted? He
owns everything in Dobo!”


Haji explained everything said to Mr. Volker
in Nochtish. Von Volker tipped his head and said nothing but Haji turned around
and continued speaking on his own initiative.


“Yes ma’am. I’m afraid of late your Thakur
has been taken by a love of liquor and fineries that has far exceeded even his
incredible means.” Haji smiled as he spoked. Daksha found it alien. He could
say all of these things with such a pleased expression as if nothing concerned
him. “You could think of it this way – Mr. Volker is your new Thakur. He will
collect on these lands from now on. You grow your lentils, and he gets the tax
share.”


Yanna stared critically at the pair, as if
they were trying to cheat her. But Daksha knew this was all too real. She had
heard villagers talking about the foreign men in the past. Foreign men never
traveled to cheat you; they traveled because they had already cheated
and gotten away with it. These were not snake oil salesmen. This Mr. Volker was
a prince in wealth if not in status – and status certainly did
nothing for the luckless Thakur.


Von Volker outstretched his arm and laid his
hand behind Daksha’s head. With a firm grip on her head, he nudged her gently
forward out from behind him and toward her mother.


“Dass ihr Kind?” He asked in his
strange tongue. Daksha felt a chill down her neck.


“Is this your child?” Haji asked. Yanna
looked at Daksha with worry in her eyes.


“Yes. Her name is Daksha. She is only ten.
Forgive her if she inconvenienced you.”


Von Volker smiled. “Very cute. Enjoy her
skin. Like dirt. Should travel from horses.”


Daksha bowed her head. She hated this man touching
her head and saying odd things about her. He stomped into their farm like he
had lived there his whole life, doing whatever he wanted. He stomped into their
country without even being able to talk to them. She felt a terrible presence
from him, from his wicked grip on the back of her head. She thought suddenly
that if she tried moving, he would grip her hair instead and she would be hurt.


She did not want to test that. She remained
perfectly still. She felt trapped by him.


“Again, apologies for the disturbance.
Someone from the Imperial Authority will be here to discuss the details, but
Mr. Volker wanted to come in person.” Haji said. “You will find that Mr. Volker
is very personable and agreeable. Not at all like your distant Thakur.”


Von Volker nudged Daksha forward again,
lifting his hand from her. She walked the first few steps; then she ran to
her mother’s side and hid behind her, gripping her mother’s long skirts
and suddenly exposing her fear and desperation. She wept a little and clung and
grit her teeth. She trembled openly. Daksha felt a churning in her gut and a
sudden panic.


Across from them, Von Volker chuckled. He
laughed all the way back to his Phaeton.


 


~ ~ ~


 


Even after Von Volker left the farm there was
no respite for little Daksha. Her eyes still red and puffy with tears, she
received from her mother little more than a soft slap in her buttocks, nudging
her toward the road. Silent and obedient she resumed her trip to Garani, now
certain to be at least half an hour late. She sobbed to herself and wiped her
tears on her sleeves. Her panic lasted past the lentils and a neighboring
field of soybeans.


Half an hour into her walk the sobbing and
weeping turned to grumbling and grinding.


She started wishing Von Volker’s beastly
steed would trip and send him flying out.


Stomping a little harder as she went, Daksha
left behind fields of maize, eggplants, peppers in turn; every family had
lands that they cultivated. Through marriage, barter, debt and death the
Thakur’s lands had been passed around the families living on Agora, such that
some families had ten acres and others had seven and some a paltry two or
three. So long as the Thakur got his tax for every acre he did not particularly
care who worked it.


She passed a spirit shrine, an unmistakable
monument in its own acre off the road. The shrine was a structure built into
the hollow of a broad tree, this tree being about five meters tall and three
wide, with thick roots and thin branches and a lopsided canopy. One person at a
time fit into the shrine, where there was an embroidered, thick mat set down
before a figure of a many-armed man, a local deity for animists. Sometimes
she stopped inside it to pray, but she did not want to tarry. Daksha kept on
moving and left the shrine behind her.


Besides, praying to the spirits hardly ever
seemed to help matters any.


About an hour into her trip the village came
into view. Flanking the dirt road on either side were about a dozen wooden
buildings and a pair of water wells. Standing prominently where the soft, rich
farmland segued into dry, hard village grounds, there stood a cobbler’s
house and a mason’s workshop. Past them were a few houses arranged in a semi
circle off the right side of the road. All of the houses were simple. Some even
had thatched roofs.


Daksha walked past them, waving
half-heartedly at the windows and porches.


She left the roadside and crossed a field of
yellow grasses to a large wooden cabin, set apart from the core of the village
and sprawled across a circular plot. There was a water pump, and a big shed
full of kindling for a stove. There was a big tree standing on little
bump in the earth that could hardly be called a hill. A plastic cord ran from a
branch to one of the house windows; an embroidered petticoat and a purple
dress swayed in the breeze.


Daksha climbed the porch steps and knocked on
the door. 


She waited, book hugged tight.


From behind the door a young woman peered
out. 


She gasped with delight; the door burst open.


In her voluminous skirts Lena Ulyanova knelt
and threw her arms around little Daksha.


Though the woman herself was also little –
only ten or twenty cm taller than Daksha.


After pulling Daksha into her bosom she drew
back, examining her at arm’s length.


“I am glad you appear unharmed.” the woman
said, her accent light and her words clear and quick. “Had you arrived any
later I would have taken to the road myself, house arrest be damned. I feared
something had happened. You’ve never been late before today.”


Daksha smiled at her. “I am fine Ms.
Ulyanova. I am sorry for worrying you; a strange man visited our house and made
a nuisance of himself Ms. Ulyanova! I was scared!”


Lena stroked Daksha’s shoulders. “What kind
of man? Did he do anything to you?”


“He was a foreigner– I mean, well, he
couldn’t speak Ayvartan, and he was pale–”


Daksha looked suddenly unsure of her
descriptions. Lena giggled and reassured her.


“Do not fret Shacha, I know what you mean
when you say that. So, a foreigner.”


Good, she wasn’t offended. Daksha continued.
“Yes, he had a nasty thing with him, it looked like a sick horse with
horns! It was pulling a phaeton and it ruined our grasses.”


“A sick horse?” Lena rubbed her chin.
“Probably a Balan, if it was pulling a Phaeton.”


“Whatever it was, it was ugly.” Daksha said.
She trembled a little thinking about it. She raised her arms to Lena’s
shoulders, reciprocating the comforting massage she gave.


Lena beamed brightly, her ice-blue eyes
looking fondly at the girl. “So what did this man want? Come in and tell
me about it dear; your lesson can wait a little bit. Come on.”


Lena turned and ushered Daksha into her home.
She was a Karlik from Calanchi,
one of the colonies of the Kingdom of Lubon far in the north. These were the
words that Daksha knew to describe her, the ones she had learned from her book
– but she felt bad thinking them because she knew Lena resented them. Lena had
no better words of her own, but she had taught Daksha that Karlik just meant
“small person” and Calanchi was not the name of her land, but the name the
elves gave it, “the dead land.” Elven slurs went into the books while the
nomenclature of Lena’s folk had over time been erased by the Colonial
Authority.


Karliks (Daksha cringed internally thinking it) were
somewhat small folk who reached full adult proportion at at 130-140 cm; Daksha
herself was 140 cm already, and Lena was particularly tall for her
people. Physically she was visibly foreign, very pale in appearance with long,
flowing blue hair. Her clothing was the finest Daksha had ever seen, and
she was elegant, pretty and mature; all kinds of adjectives floated inside
the girl’s head.


“Make yourself at home as always, Shacha. Sit
and rest; I will pour you some tea.”


Daksha nodded her head, beaming brightly at
the prospect.


Though unable to leave this plot by law, Lena
was quite better off than anyone in the area. It was always an adventure to sit
inside Lena’s house and see all the things she had.


She had a wood-burning stove with an
exhaust pipe channeled out the roof, and several cabinets worth of food and
tools; a bedroom with a big bed all to herself; a tea room with a music player
that played big black discs; an indoor latrine connected to a modern septic
tank; her own porcelain bathtub that could be filled with water from the pump
outside. This was as close to a palace as Daksha had ever seen in the flesh.
Her own house was one barren room with a mattress on the floor and one with a
stove, a pantry and a table.


Daksha followed Lena to her tea room. 


She set down her book and brought out two
porcelain cups from the nearby cupboard, arranging them and and
their white saucers on top of the table while Lena walked
ahead to the kitchen. Along with the stove, the kindling box and the
wooden pantry and spice rack there was a nondescript metal box in the kitchen.
Lena knelt down in front of it and opened the top. She withdrew a silver
pitcher of brown tea that had been prepared ahead of time. 


She brought it to the table, popped it open
and stirred sugar into it.


“Unfortunately my ice box is now a water box,
and it takes several days for my ice man to replenish it. So rather than
cold tea I am forced to serve tepid tea.” Lena admitted.


“No problem at all Ms. Ulyanova, thank you!”
Daksha smiled and held her cup out for Lena, who filled the cup with the sweet
tea before filling her own. This was a drink Daksha could only have here.
Tea, sugar and ice were prohibitively costly. Even sans ice the drink would
have cost too much in Dobo. All the ingredients arrived here from very far
away.


Lena put down the pitcher and sat next to
Daksha. Smiling, she set her hand on the girl’s lap and watched her drink.
“Tell me more about this annoying stranger of yours.”


Daksha filled her cheeks with tea and
swallowed slowly, delighting in the sweet flavor.


“He was called, um, something, something,
Volker.” Daksha replied. “His servant said that he owned the Thakur’s lands now
or something. I don’t know if I believe that.”


“I heard that myself.” Lena said. She looked
out the window at the grass outside, her fingers rubbing the handle of her own
cup. “A wealthy foreigner collecting a debt from an Ayvartan prince; that
is part of the price paid in courting the wealth of the Federation.”


“I don’t understand how a Thakur can fall
into debt. They own everything don’t they?”


“Not anymore.” Lena said. “They claimed to
own everything in Ayvarta, once upon a time. But the Empire is opening its
doors to an entire world; in the face of such vastness the Thakurs cannot claim
to own it all. Your Thakur became addicted to temptations of such scale even
his wealth cannot satisfy – because men overseas set the price of them.”


“That seems unfair.” Daksha said. This was a
little hard for her to take in. She started to feel that this event was too big
for a ten year old girl from a farming family to understand.


Lena did not help settle the child’s
anxieties. 


Instead she seemed prompted to show her own.


“Unfairness is the way of wealth; in the end
the poor suffer. Because a rich drunkard could not sate his greed, your family
must swear to a new master now.” Lena sighed a little. Daksha tipped her head.
She felt as if the older woman was looking and speaking past her now, off in
her own world. “Rich men like to think of themselves as carnivores but
parasites is what they are. They embed themselves in society’s organs and feed
ravenously.”


Daksha blinked. She tried to pick through
Lena’s speech in her mind, word for word.


“Oh.” Lena seemed to awaken from her reverie.
She patted her hand on Daksha’s lap and laughed. She had a wonderful laugh – a
soft and infectious oh ho
ho ho. “I’m sorry Shacha; these are adult things that frequently
occupy my thoughts. Let us put them aside now and return to your lesson.
We’ll take care of your arithmetic. What do you say?”


Spontaneously the child beamed, clapped
her hands and laughed. She ran off her chair and out the back door with
her book, racing to the tree on the little bump beside the house. She sat with
her back to the tree, taking in the breeze under its shade, and she waved as
Ms. Ulyanova approached from the house with a little basket full of wooden
blocks and cubes. Daksha huddled close to her; Lessons with Ms. Ulyanova
were the highlights of the week.


Lena took the book and opened it to the
section on Arithmetic. It was a standard textbook for school children in the
Empire, brown and somewhat thick with a featureless cover and back cover –
Lena had bought it and given it to Daksha so they could have their lessons. Two
days ago they had worked on reading and poetry. Now they would do division.


“So Daksha, you know about multiplying: to
take a number and add it up as many times as the multiplying number,
so four times three is four plus four plus four, which is–”


“Twelve!” Daksha answered after a short
pause. She remembered the groups of blocks.


“Good! And you know multiplication tables, we
read them together. Do you remember the little trick I taught you for figuring
out how to multiply nine by other numbers?”


Daksha laughed and held up her fingers, with
the pinky down, so 9; then she put all the fingers down except for her pinky,
so there was 1 up and 8 down, or eighteen; she raised her ring finger, so there
were 2 fingers up and 7 down, for twenty-seven. 


Lena laughed and stopped her, satisfied.


“Very good. Today we will start dividing.
Dividing is the opposite of multiplying; you split a number into groups instead
of adding more. We can use the blocks to show this.”


Lena picked up wooden cubes from her basket
and set them on Daksha’s lap. There were 4 cubes, and the girl felt
comfortable, because it was an even number and she found them easy to think
about. She paid a lot of attention to Lena’s fingers running over the
blocks. Then Lena brought out a few additional pieces – a pair of
saucers from the cupboard.


“Think of it this way. We have the number,
four. There are four blocks. Now, we want to divide four by two; two is the
divisor, the number we are dividing four by. We have four blocks and two
saucers. We want to divide the blocks equally among the saucers, so every
saucer has the same blocks. How many blocks would you put on each saucer,
Shacha?”


Daksha did not have to think of it too hard.
She split the blocks two to a saucer.


“Good! So four divided by two is two.” Lena
said. “What if I added a saucer?”


Daksha gave it a moment’s pondering. “There
would be a block left over.”


“Indeed. That block would be the remainder. But
you can put 1 block each on the three saucers, when dividing 4 blocks across 3
saucers. Your answer is 1, remainder 1.”


In this way they carried on for a few hours,
dividing blocks among saucers, talking about cows eating equal amounts of hay
bales and dividing acreage equally among certain crops, and other examples the
child found relatable, until the sun began its descent. To get home before
dark, Daksha had to set off soon. She picked up her book and kissed Lena in the
cheek. Before she left however, Lena had a little errand for her that had
become usual.


“Set this down by the scarecrow in the corn
field when nobody’s looking.” Lena said.


She handed Daksha a blue cardboard
envelope with a white symbol printed on it. 


It looked like a hammer and a sickle meeting,
but fanciful Shacha thought it could also be a snake with two heads. She had
heard of such things in stories. The child concealed the enveloped in her book
and went on her way, waving goodbye to her beloved tutor.


Daksha nursed a quiet sorrow every time she
had to leave her tutor behind.


But she was also satisfied that she would be
seeing her in two days again.


Twenty minutes into her journey, starting
from the village, Daksha always walked past the corn fields of the Foana family
and the scarecrow with its straw hat, wooden machete and roughed-up overalls
watching over the crop. She crept into the corn, laid down the envelope at the
feet of the scarecrow like an offering, and went on her way. This was the only
price that Lena Ulyanova put on her tutoring – simple errands. 


Letters dropped, delivered, brought to
persons.


Despite being exiled from her country, Ms.
Ulyanova had plenty of money and no need or want to take anything from a poor
child. She had been the one to suggest the lessons to begin with, and had this
form of compensation in mind from the start.


Daksha found the errands whimsical and
amusing.


 


~ ~ ~


 


When she returned home the sky was bloody red
and her mother was pacing outside near the wounds cut by the phaeton on their
grasses. Daksha waved her hand over her head to signal her, and she didn’t
smile. When the child approached, she knelt down and took her by the shoulders.
There were no tears in her eyes – her mother never cried – but Daksha knew that
if she were one to cry, now would be the time. She looked just about ready.


Perhaps she made that face so Daksha would
cry in her stead. 


Certainly whenever her mother looked at her
so seriously, she wanted to weep.


“Shacha, there was a man from the Imperial
Authority here, while you were gone.” Yanna said. “He explained what was
happening. From today we will working for Volker. He will be taking more of the
lentils than the Thakur did, and he will want more grown; in exchange he will
give us two more acres of land, the empty ones around the back, and we
will be paid with more paper money that we can use at the store in the village.
We will have to prepare those acres. You’re going to have to stay and help me
five days of the week now instead of four; you can visit Ms. Ulyanova the other
two days. I am sorry Shacha.”


Daksha gripped her book harder around her
chest. 


She nodded her head quietly. She would obey;
she had no choice, and her mother already did so much work alone. Without her
help, how could they possibly grow even more than they did now? But she felt
very bitter about it. Farm work was not what fulfilled her. She wanted to learn
about the world with the strange and glamorous exile in her town. 


Mr. Volker’s lentils wouldn’t get her
anywhere in this world.
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Daksha woke with the sun creeping in through
tiny holes in the wall of the shack, but her mother had beaten her to the day
once again. All trace of her was gone from the room.


Staggering off her bed, the teenager
stretched her arms and hit the wall on her side. She grumbled a little. She was
bigger now. Mother and daughter barely fit side-by-side on the mattress. Their
bed was big, with a sturdy frame raised off the floor. Someone dear to the
Kaushiks donated it, and they painstakingly assembled it in their little
bedroom.


Despite its size, they had quickly outgrown
it. Daksha was a growing girl.


One side effect of the bed, or perhaps the
growing load of work in their part of Agora, was that no matter how early
Daksha woke she always found her mother gone to the fields.


Daksha yawned and pulled off the sack-like
gown she wore to sleep. From a clothes chest she produced a plain shirt, a pair
of overalls, and a sari. They were her mother’s clothes but there was not much
distinction anymore. Daksha was a bit taller than her now.


Marching a few drowsy paces from the bed
Daksha stopped at the pantry and served herself a piece of bread from a
half-cut loaf on a shelf, sitting next to the knife used to cut it. There was
already a boiled egg floating in a pot on the stove. Daksha peeled it, and put
the whole of it in her mouth, chewing quickly. A metal pitcher sat on the
table. When she inspected it, Daksha was mortified to find fresh milk in it.
Yanna had done her chores.


She sighed a little. 


Her mother should not have done that. Daksha
could have taken care of it.


After breakfast, she picked up her
encyclopedia, a thicker version of her old textbook meant for an older pupil,
with smaller text, fewer pictures, and a greater breadth of subjects.


She hugged it to her chest – that much didn’t
change – and left the house behind.


On the way out she clipped a machete to her
belt. Just in case. That much had changed.


Outside she found her mother seated beside
their two Brahmin and the new calf, brushing the animals and singing to them.
Her voice was a little rough. 


Daksha found it a little grating.


“Mother, taking care of the cows is my job
and I can do it.” Daksha protested.


“Not so much as a good morning?” Yanna
replied, smiling at her daughter. “I couldn’t sleep, so I took care of it. You
should get going! Make the most of your school day!”


“I can’t make the most of it if I’m worried
about you collapsing in the afternoon.”


“You think because you’re big now that you
can underestimate me? Go Daksha. I did this much work every day before you were
born, while you were in the womb, and after.”


Daksha sighed, shook her head and got going
as instructed. There was no use debating. Back when she did all that work
there was not as much work to do! Now they had more acreage and the landlord
demanded more crop. She shouldn’t push herself that much.


But she had it in her head that it was not
the lentils, but Daksha’s sessions with Ms. Ulyanova, that would push them
forward. Daksha felt strangely resentful about this.


 She
loved Ms. Ulyanova and she loved spending the day in Garani with her. 


What she did not enjoy was her mother’s
too-vigorous support for the endeavor.


She became so pushy about the lessons that
they almost felt like work.


Daksha found herself regularly unsettled and
annoyed by her mother these days. But these thoughts would dissipate completely
as she traveled down that long road to Garani. As soon as the ankle-high
sprouts of the lentils disappeared behind her and she passed the small
eggplants and the soybeans and the tiny stalks of wheat her enthusiasm grew
palpable.


More little buildings had popped up in
Garani over the years, both on the outskirts of the town. The Imperial
Authority had blessed the village with a postal office, making the freelance
horse couriers of the village an official outfit, along with an outpost
with two sleepy guardsmen that had just barely made it out of cadet rank.
Ostensibly they were there to guard against “banditry,” a disease that had
recently metastasized in the countryside.


In reality everything worked in service of
Von Volker, who had erected a countryside manor several kilometers off Garani
and moved to Agora to personally supervise his vast, and growing, parcels of
farmland. Agora was practically his vegetable factory now.


Lena’s cabin had not changed and neither had
Lena. In the morning she sat outside under her tree, nibbling on some fruit and
cheese and reading a book or a newspaper, courtesy of the new post office. She
was transfixed by the pages, completely lost in thought.


 Daksha, arms crossed over her encyclopedia,
gave a shy smile as she approached.


“Hujambo.” She said, barely raising her voice
from afar.


“Good morning Shacha!” Lena said, raising her
arm and waving from the little hill.


She put down her effects and stood, spreading
her arms to greet her pupil.  Daksha eagerly dove into the woman’s embrace.
That little girl Lena had met years before had grown lanky – she was more than
a head taller than Ms. Ulyanova. It was harder to sink into her and feel
protected and cared for, but Daksha took warmly to her nonetheless.


Together they sat down under the tree. 


Lena offered her food but Daksha shook her
head.


“What were you reading about?” Daksha asked,
glancing at the paper Lena dropped.


“Trying to keep abreast about developments in
my country.” Lena said.


“Are your people fighting?” Daksha asked. 


She knew Lena had been exiled in part because
she criticized or resisted the Lubon Colonial Authority. She didn’t know all of
the details, but she had gathered enough over the years to know that Calanchi
was not very stable these days and that Lena was worried.


“Not among themselves. My people are
struggling for their freedom.” Lena said gently.


Daksha looked at the village around
them. My
people, she had said; those in Calanchi.


“Theirs is what you call class struggle,
right?” Daksha said. These things were not exactly part of the curriculum, but
as an interest of Lena’s they became an interest of Daksha’s as well. Piece by
piece, across conversations, whenever Daksha could wheedle something out of the
exile, there were certain recurring ideas the growing child picked up.


A battle for freedom from the rich men like
Volker. This idea appealed to the girl.


“Indeed.” Lena said. She looked down at her
hands. She seemed reluctant to say more.


“I wish them well. I think if you embrace it
then theirs must be a very noble goal.”


Lena reached out a hand to Daksha’s shoulder.
“We’ve both done much to help them.”


Daksha jumped a little. “I don’t understand!
What have I done to help your people?”


“You’ve done my errands! I have done the best
I could from my exile and house arrest to help my people’s fight, and you have
helped me. Someday you’ll be in their books.”


“Really?” Daksha’s face flushed, and she felt
awkward suddenly. She had butterflies in her stomach and perhaps dancing around
in her skull too. Her name in history books?


Smiling, the exile took Daksha’s book and
spread it open to the last page they had seen.


“Lessons time, little Shacha. We’ll tackle
history; prove yourself witty enough, and I will poison your head with the
socialist struggle.” She winked at her with a wry smile.


 


~ ~ ~


 


Around noon, after a discussion of the 1st
Knight’s War between Imperial Ayvarta and Lubon, and the resulting Ayvartan
victory achieved by dragging Lubon’s forces across the red desert and
destroying them at their weakest, Lena called for a break, and handed Daksha a
paper envelope. She instructed her to walk to the shop and hand it to the
owner.


Head held up high, Daksha dutifully went
about her task. She marched with great energy up the street and proudly handed
the shop owner the envelope. He checked it; afterwards she was handed a
heavy covered package and took this back to the log cabin.


There she found an abominable horned creature
picking its beak through the grass for bugs, tied up to a black phaeton with
gilded bars. Daksha gripped the box and grit her teeth.


She walked past the fiend and ignored Haji’s
exuberant waving from atop the thing.


She found Von Volker, insinuating himself
beside Lena under the tree. He sat with his legs crossed, hat on his lap, cane
propped up beside him. Lena had a neutral expression.


“Ah, it’s the little girl, good day!” Von
Volker said. His Ayvartan had improved.


He was sitting on Daksha’s book and
either contrived it or did not seem to care.


“I must say it is a commendable act of
charity, Ms. Ulyanova, to teach this girl. Such a child has an opportunity of a
lifetime in being so touched by you.” Von Volker said.


“She is my star pupil.” Lena said curtly,
averting her eyes from the man.


Daksha stood, hiding her mouth behind the box
and feeling like she wanted to kick Volker’s teeth out. Nothing made her
more irate than the man’s smug expression.


“Admirable that you are making reparations in
this new land. It must get awful lonely.” Von Volker said. He crept his hand
over her own, having no sense at all of her body language or perhaps just not
respecting it. He continued to talk while Lena stared away.


Daksha glanced at her own hip; she could take
her machete and slice off Volker’s arms right now. Lena would be covered in
blood but it didn’t matter as long as Volker was dead–


“Say, I have been pondering a solution, if
you desire it; I could put in a good word for you with the Imperial Authority,
and lobby for your freedom. I would love to have you at a party. I can attest
to the guard that this dreadful house arrest is no longer necessary.”


Parties? Daksha grumbled a little. This
degenerate threw parties out here while they all toiled over
vegetables? Who in the transient hell of the spirit-soul did he invite to
them? Bloody thoughts throbbed in her head. She was nearly in tears with
this surge of violence.


“You needn’t go out of your way.” Lena said,
again curtly. She avoided eye contact.


“I insist!” Von Volker said. “This place ill
suits a woman like you my dear.”


“Ain’t she the one who decides that, gryzun?
Looks to me like she ain’t interested.”


Daksha and Von Volker both turned to face the
grass, where a small man had crept up on all of them. Lena seemed the only one
unsurprised by his appearance. Daksha knew him well, but she had not expected
him, and she thanked the spirits for his arrival. 


He had puffy white hair and a very thick
beard and blocky shoulders. He was a head shorter than Lena and two
shorter than Daksha, and his face looked quite weathered, but he was very well
built. He had a greatcoat on despite the weather and long brown pants, very
indistinctly dressed. His Ayvartan was rougher than Lena’s in accent but all
his sentences were appropriately spoken. He was an old man, an old man from Calanchi.


“I’ve got an appointment with the lady, gryzun.” He said. He glanced at
Daksha and smiled. Daksha smiled back, lowering the box from her face. “Both
the ladies.”


Reluctantly, Von Volker stood up from the
tree and Daksha’s book, picking up his cane and hat. He bowed to Lena, who
tipped her head without making eye contact, perpetually disinterested. His
self-satisfied smile settled into a blank expression, betraying none of the
personal offense he more than likely felt at being interrupted in this fashion.



He did not bid any goodbyes to Daksha or
to Colonel Grabin.


Off went the beast and the phaeton behind it,
kicking up shot of dirt that managed to strike Daksha in her long hair.
She shook her mane, grumbling loudly as the steed retreated.


“One day I will wrestle that beast.”
Colonel Grabin said, eyeing the monster.


Lena sighed as if she had been holding in the
breath all along. She smiled to Daksha.


“I’m sorry about that incident Shacha. Von
Volker is terribly persistent, and I have to seem an idle noblewoman as
much as possible to outsiders like him.” Lena explained.


Daksha smiled. It felt good to hear that; it
implied Lena was more authentic with her. She set down the box, and then found
Colonel Grabin in front of her with his arms out.


“C’mere girl, lift up your old uncle
Grabin in those wiry arms of yours! I wanna fly!”


Giggling a little because of his size
compared to hers, Daksha knelt, hugged Grabin and then stood up, holding him in
her arms. He was lighter than she expected. He waved his arms and stuck out his
legs as though really flying, and laughed heartily in her embrace.


“You’ve gotten big, my girl! All that
work on the farm is making you tough!”


She set him gently down, wondering if she
really was that much bigger than before.


Before they separated, he pulled the machete
from its loop on her hip and looked it over with a big beaming smile. It was a
weapon designed for Ayvartans, so the handle and blade was oversized in
the old Colonel’s grip. He swung it a little, getting a feel for it.


“Been practicing your strokes lately?” Grabin
asked. “The ones I taught you?”


“Mostly on bushes that creep into the
property, but yes.” Daksha replied.


“Good!” He said. He returned the machete to
her, and she tied it to the side of her overalls again. “These tools are
revolutionary, Trainee Kaushik. They will serve you well.”


Daksha laughed awkwardly. 


She could not tell whether Colonel Grabin was
being too serious or a living parody of himself sometimes. Nonetheless she
liked him well enough. He showed up periodically to speak with Lena, and while
she fixed snacks or lunch for everyone he would show Daksha his revolver, or
teach her how to swing a sword, or throw a proper punch.


She never asked of what he was a Colonel of;
that was his and Lena’s business.


Lena watched them, quiet and smiling. She
pulled the box closer to her and opened it.


“Daksha, come to me now, I’ve got a gift for
you. I’m sure that you will enjoy it.”


Inside the box there were several items.
But Lena gave to Daksha something soft and firm, wrapped in paper. When
Daksha opened it, there was a large piece of meat. She nearly gasped. Whatever
cut it was, it surely must have been expensive. Her family did not eat chickens
or beef – their cows and birds were too precious for farmers and held to be
sacred. 


Meat also tended to be prohibitively
expensive; they had hog jerky a few times a year, on Daksha’s birthday.
Sometimes they had fish, but it was rare, because Agora villagers had to travel
to Dobo to purchase it, or have it brought to them, both expensive ventures.


“It is pork belly; I had it brought in for
you and your mother.” Lena said.


Daksha nodded energetically, and she bowed to
her waist. “Thank you so much!”


As she bowed she glanced inside the box. She
caught the glint of several steel pistols.


She made a mental note not to ask about it or
acknowledge it. It was Lena’s business.


Satisfied with the gift, Daksha wrapped it up
again and made to sit down beside Lena.


Lena reached out her hand and gently pressed
against Daksha’s stomach, stopping her.


“Shacha, the Colonel and I have business to
discuss, so I will have to cut your lesson short for today.” She said amicably.
“However, that does not mean that you have to leave.”


“Is that right?” Daksha replied. “Well, I
don’t want to get in your way. I should go.”


“You are not ever in my way, Shacha.” Lena
said. “I’d like you to stay and listen.”


Colonel Grabin nodded. “It’s nothing bloody,
just politics. I think you’d be interested.”


Shacha nodded her head. She felt a surge of
energy as though she was ready to spring into the air. She tried to hide her
excitement and to accept the offer gracefully and quietly.


Ms. Ulyanova wanted her to stay and have an
adult chat!


She quickly took her place beside her, and
Colonel Grabin sat with his legs crossed on the grass. They started talking,
about soviets,
about bolsheviks and mensheviks,
about the Lubon Colonial Authority, about fake passports and smuggling and
border crossings, about organizing strikes and sabotage. Shacha could
hardly keep up – but it was exhilarating. She asked no questions. She didn’t
want to stop the conversation. She soaked everything in.


Hours passed and the little seed of
revolution in Daksha’s heart grasped water.


 


~ ~ ~


 


On the way back home it started to rain. 


There were no clouds and it was only a
dismal drizzle at first, its pace noticeable only by tiny dark brown marks
left by drops of water on the dirt. Daksha stuffed the wrapped pork into her
overalls and started running. In time the little drops grew thicker and faster
and the wind began to blow against her. Clouds gathered overhead and blocked
out the sun. 


Cold sheets of rain swept over her suddenly,
and the roadside dirt turned to mud.


She rushed home, embracing the bundle bulging
under her overalls and bending forward so the water hit her back and trailed
off. Headlong she pushed around the corner.


Daksha found her mother soaking wet and
toting a bag of ground meal for the lentils.


“Mother! Get back inside!” Daksha shouted. 


She charged past her and took refuge under
the tin awning stretching before the curtain that covered the threshold to
their shack. Watching from the makeshift door, she grew increasingly irritated
as her mother contained to calmly and dutifully spread meal over the muddy
plots of lentils, doing nothing to shield or extricate herself from the rain.


“You’ll get sick!” Daksha shouted herself hoarse.
“Mother, come in now! Right now!”


Her mother finally acknowledged her: she
raised a hand behind her back and waved a finger. Then she returned to
fertilizing. Daksha was speechless. Did she want to die?


She stared, helpless and dumbfounded. She
could have gone and dragged her mother back inside. But there was something
about her casual demeanor out in the rain; she would have resented Daksha’s
interference. For whatever reason she was resolute in this course.


Yanna stood under the rain for half an hour
with Daksha in attendance, and who knows how long before. When she returned to
the shack, water dripped off her and her clothes in dozens of thin rivulets
that muddied the dirt floor. Daksha seized a towel from their linens chest and
helped dry her– but her mother took the towel, smiled and did it herself. She
partially undressed, drying her hair and her back, her breast, smiling all the
while.


“How were your lessons?” Yanna asked.
She reached out to stroke Daksha’s cheek.


“They were interesting.” Daksha replied. She
held her own hand over her mother’s.


“I am glad. Take Ms. Ulyanova very seriously,
Daksha. She is a great, smart lady.”


“I know. I do.” Daksha said. “Colonel Grabin
was there again today too.”


“Good, good! Say, what is that under your clothes?
You can’t have grown so much overnight.” Her mother chuckled. Daksha looked
down at her chest, and she removed the wrapped pork from under her clothes. She
peeled off the paper. Yanna clapped her hands sharply together. She stared
admiringly – perhaps hungrily – at the cut in
her daughter’s hands. They hadn’t even seen a piece of meat since the New Year
festival a month ago.


“Ms. Ulyanova got it as a gift for us. It’s
pork belly, she says.” Daksha explained.


“We can have meat for supper today!” Yanna
said. She threw her hands up and around her daughter in celebration.
“Everything is turning around for us, everything!”


Daksha blinked, puzzled. “I’m glad you’re
happy, but it’s just a cut of meat.”


Yanna pulled back from her daughter and
stroked her hair and stared into her eyes.


“Child, Mr. Volker came to visit. He promised
me a wage in place of the untaxed crop. Under the Thakur we had so little, but
now we will get money, and we can get things from Garani and farther
off! He wants to slowly turn the Agora into an industrial farm.”


“That sounds good,” Daksha half-heartedly
said. Just hearing the man’s name made her blood boil. She was instantly
suspicious. Nothing good could come from Von Volker.


“You’ll be able to see Lena again three times
a week like before. Your mother is going to work her hardest, child. You’ll
have everything our families did not. You will go right to the gymnasium in
Dori Dobo and have a good job.” Her mother started to weep. She pulled
Daksha close again and kissed her in both cheeks. “You will not toil here
forever!”


Daksha couldn’t muster a response. She felt
guilty and angry and elated and anxious in dizzying succession. She guessed
this was the reason that her mother had been out in the rain. Hard work for a
steady wage, a ray of hope in the tumultuous life of the rural folk.


“Thank you, mother,” was all that escaped her
lips. Her mother embraced her again.










8th of the Postill’s Dew, 1997 D.C.E


Adjar Dominance
– Dobo Broadlands, Agora Farms


 


10 Years
Before The Ayvartan Revolution


 


33 Years Before The Solstice War


 


With the New Year came the rains and the mud,
but the toil remained ceaseless until it claimed her. All their paper money
went to medicines that seemed to do no good at all.


Daksha had grown bigger and stronger and
taken on more and more of the work but it made no difference in the end, made
no difference now; mother had succumbed to the New Year’s mud and rain. No
matter how much of the work Daksha did or committed to doing, no matter how
much she did – in the end the rains and the mud had drained the life from her
mother. It was an impossible amount of work, over an impossibly long amount of
time.


They were committed to Volker’s crops, living
on Volker’s land, and he had set them on an impossible task perhaps because he
could, and now all of them were paying for that.


That morning the cows went unfed, unbrushed.
Chickens roamed about, perhaps dimly wondering when their feed would be
brought. No one was out on the farm. Crammed in the bedroom Daksha, Ms.
Ulyanova, dodging house arrest, and the sons of the Foana and Noere families,
there as friends and witnesses, looked over Yanna Kaushik. She laid in bed.


She was turning pale, coughing violently. 


Her strong arms and thick legs were limp and
jelly-like. 


Despite all her muscle she simply had no
inner strength left with which to move.


She had worked under the rain, every day that
Daksha ran to the village for school. They couldn’t afford not to. Daksha
thought dimly that it was the rains that brought her low but in the back of her
mind a voice screamed and raged and knew the real culprit behind this. It was
not the rains and the mud that put her mother in those fields all day.


“I’ve tried to contact a doctor I knew, but
he is very far. I do not think he will arrive. I’m sorry.” Lena said. She was
wearing a bright yellow dress with a voluminous skirt in her favorite style.
She brought a strange touch of color to the dreary scene inside the house.


Yanna reached out a hand from the bed, and
took Lena’s into her own. Lena’s hand seemed dainty compared to Yanna’s. But
Yanna’s struggled visibly to maintain the contact.


“Spirits bless you, Ms. Ulyanova.” Yanna
struggled to say. She coughed harshly after.


“Mother, conserve your strength, please.”
Daksha said, trying to pull the blankets over her again. Both of the young men
in the room turned their heads away. One wept openly.


“I am so sorry. I wish that I could do more
for you. Had I been able to build you a palace here, I would have. I am so
sorry, Mrs. Kaushik.” Lena replied, stressing her voice. She gripped her
skirts, and cast her ice blue eyes down at her yellow shoes.


“You needn’t be sorry.” Daksha said. She
found her own voice oddly calm at the time. Calmer than Lena’s. “You’ve done
more for us than anyone, Ms. Ulyanova.”


Yanna curled her fingers around Lena’s hand,
squeezing as much as she could.


She smiled at her.


“You were the mother to her I wish I could
have been.” She said.


Daksha sat speechless.


Lena was dumbfounded, and then her eyes
overflowed with tears. She bowed her head into her hands, weeping copiously
into them, sobbing, quite suddenly crying herself hoarse.


The Noere and Foana boys closed their eyes,
clasped their hands and bowed their heads.


They spontaneously chanted a prayer. They
changed with urgency. Perhaps they knew that by the end of the last verse,
Yanna Kaushik would no longer be able to hear them.


Daksha stood up abruptly and ran out of the
house, her head down, fighting back tears. 


All at once everything in her mind was
annihilated, leaving agonizingly blank thoughts.


Outside the house she found unexpected
company.


Colonel Grabin was waiting on the road.


“Condolences, child. I have to get Lena home.
Her guards only allow so much.”


Daksha barely listened. She walked past him
and started down the dirt road.


She kept walking, walking, her fists at her
side. He didn’t stop her.


Perhaps he understood; perhaps he gave his
implicit approval.


 


~ ~ ~


 


She spotted the first guard along the eastern
portion of the estate. 


He was a very pale man, like Volker – they
could have been brothers. 


Maybe they were. 


He had a pistol in his hip and a cigar in his
mouth. 


He ambled along the bushes skirting the
property. Ostensibly on patrol he seemed to keener to stroll leisurely, casting
lazy glances toward the manor house every so often.


Stopping along the bushes, he stared
out into the sparse wilderness for a moment. Von Volker’s estate was set
on the hilly terrain north of Agora. Irregular patches of woodland framed the
property, intercut by uneven, grassy bumps in the terrain. Volker’s guard
briefly interrogated the surroundings but he grew quickly bored of the gloomy
bushes and trees. He gazed skyward, and found the clouds thickening and
darkening, perhaps a sign of rain.


He took a long drag of the cigar, its tip
glowing red. He turned his back on the inscrutable vegetation, extracted the
cigar from his lips and blew smoke.


 He
started to walk away.


Daksha pounced from the bushes. 


She hooked an arm around his neck and
squeezed with all her strength. 


Taken by surprise he reached first for
her elbow rather than his gun.


Her free hand forced a machete through
his flank, driving it handle-deep into his body.


Blood spilled copiously from him and other
unmentionable things spilled with it.


Once the light had gone from his eyes and the
weight from his limbs, she dragged him to the bushes, stripped him of his
lighter, his firearm and an extra box magazine and crept toward the house, a
small and ornate silver pistol in one hand and her machete in the other.


A line of blood trailed behind her from the
edge of the blade, tracing the ground.


Situated in the middle of a cleared-out area
of the hilly woodland was the estate building itself, a modest mansion,
rectangular with two symmetrical, front-facing gables framing a recessed, stone
doorway with a triangular pediment, and a pair of small corner towers affixed
to eastern and western wings expanding from the main structure. 


There were plenty of fragile windows and no
light from any. 


Daksha snuck along the side of the building
and around the back.


Behind the manor she found a carelessly open
equipment shed almost as large as her shack. From the manor and shed a winding
cobblestone path stretched through a garden set atop a
little slope. Along the trail were shaped bushes, all manner
of flowers, palm trees–


A thickly mustachioed, pale-pink man in a
bowler hat and vest, fidgeting with a pocket watch, staring downhill at a
series of beautiful flower beds carved flat into the earth below.


Daksha put the gun into her overalls and
crept toward the guard with both hands on the handle of her machete. She
held her breath; she felt every minute vibration of the stones, every
shift in the earth. There was nothing else on her mind but imprecise, muddled
feelings of physicality, an obsessive focus on her tendons, on the cracking of
her digits and joints.


He turned his head around his shoulder; she
decapitated him before he could lock eyes.


She kicked the headless body and it rolled
gently downhill, coming to lie on the roses.


Machete in one hand, gun in the other, she
doubled back toward the shed. 


Inside she found a large tracked
gasoline-engine tractor – and a canister of spare gasoline beside it, as she
had dimly expected. She picked up the canister and carried to the mansion,
setting it down beside the back door. It would come in very handy soon.


Gun at the ready, she pushed open the door
and peered quickly inside.


There was a dark, empty kitchen with a stove,
a sink, a quite grand ice box and pantry, and long rows of porcelain plates and
saucers and cups behind glass. Charcoal for the coal fire oven, and a tank of
firestarting fluid, was stacked into a corner of the room. A spare block of ice
for the ice box, packed inside a crate full of sawdust, occupied another.


Daksha dragged the gasoline canister inside
the kitchen. She threw away the cap and kicked it down, careful not to get any
of the fluid on her boots as it gushed over the floor.


From the kitchen, a gloomy, empty hallway
connected a few rooms to the foyer. A grand set of ornate wooden steps led to
the second floor landing. There were busts set on pedestals flanking a carpet
of an off-red color. Daksha peered in and found nobody around. 


She heard nobody around. 


She walked out into the foyer and inspected
the carpet. It looked bleached out and old, but in reality it was just covered
in a layer of dust that distorted its bright crimson color.


Daksha thought there would be more servants
or guards but the house seemed empty. Nobody was in the foyer; nobody up the
stairs, in the second floor hallway. She peered down both ways and probed a few
rooms, opening doors and lunging inside. Row after row of empty rooms. She
found dust in the walls, cobwebs in corners. Did Von Volker even live here? But
there were guards. He had to be here, he had to be. 


Desperation urged her forward, so she stalked
ahead, gripping her machete.


Everyone in Agora could have lived in this
house, and yet it was desolate. Not even a maid. She ran a hand across a wooden
door and left a streak over the dust. It disturbed her. She felt like she was
walking into the lair of a demon. Could humans really live this way?


Her world started to crash around her. 


Mind a blank, she wandered aimlessly through
the manor with no clear direction. She kept walking through those empty halls,
her paces echoing across the walls and inside her own skull no matter how
softly she tried to tread. Volker’s manor seemed interminable, featureless, a
desert of brick and mortar and wood. Had he eluded her? 


Had he realized what he had done and fled
justice? She felt a chill in her heart.


All of this, he had taken from her. 


He had taken it like a despicable bird and
fashioned himself a nest out of their blood and skin and it was this place,
this macabre, lifeless place, a graveyard plot for the barely living with
its off-gray walls and its dusty carpets and hollow rooms devoid of life.


She turned a corner and heard a noise;
inadvertently she found herself face to face with Haji, Von Volker’s
Mamlakhan servant. At the end of a long hall he was coming out of a
doorway overlooked by a portrait painting of Ms. Ulyanova. He carried a display
cushion holding what seemed like fine jewelry, including a gold loop ring
with a heavy diamond.


He stopped when he noticed her and he stared,
dumbfounded.


There was a short silence as each recognized
the other as flesh and blood, real, present.


Daksha drew her gun and shot him three times
as he started to scream. 


He fell back onto the floor and she trampled
over him and over the dropped pieces of jewelry as she rushed under the eerie
painting and into the room at the end of the hall. 


Inside she found Von Volker hunched over
a desk.


His office was as fine a mess as the rest. 


His desk was diagonal to the walls and
dirty. There were pictures of Lena on the desktop, on the walls of
his office – photographs the guards took of her every
quarter for their reports. How had he had gotten a hold of them was anyone’s
guess. He had stacks of papers, perhaps financial in nature, strewn across the
room, and there was an open safe, and a large mechanical typewriter that had a
horrific paper jam and an ink spill that had gunked up over who knows how long.
There was no order to anything.


She raised her gun to the villain from
across the room; but she wanted to see his face. She wanted him to see her make
the threats. She didn’t want to shy away from this.


“Turn around you piece of shit!” Daksha
shouted. She cocked the pistol – it had a slide. He could hear it, she knew. He
could hear the lead cycled through it, hitting the floor.


Von Volker turned in his chair and stared. He
rolled his eyes and looked exasperated, as though she had drawn him out of
something infinitely more important than this.


“Yanna Kaushik died today because of you,
miserable pig. Have you anything to–”


Nonchalantly, Von Volker interrupted her.


“I don’t like folks intruding on my privacy,
but I don’t want to have to clean you up from my property so here is my offer,
girl.” He said. His Ayvartan had gotten better. “I’ll give you 500 shells to
fuck off out of my sight. Don’t haggle; just take it and go.”


She pressed the trigger and shot a hole
through his shoulder. Von Volker flinched so hard he kicked his own chair from
under him, and fell on the ground writhing and hollering.


“Don’t you know who I am?” He shouted. “I own
you! I own this fucking hole!”


Daksha shot him again and again, in the leg,
through the waist, in his belly, in his chest.


She smiled and laughed as she heard him
scream and cry and beg.


It was risible. He was so despicable, so
wretched. All of his money and power satisfied nothing. He died alone watched
on all sides by a woman who hated him more than any other creature on Aer, in a
massive house that lacked even a house maid to clean its floors.


Even when the gun clicked, even when Von
Volker stopped moving. She kept pressing the trigger as though more bullets
would launch, and she kept laughing as if more wounds were scored on the
corpse. Even when the gun fell from her suddenly limp fingers, they kept
twitching in the air all by themselves as though there was still a trigger
there to pull.


Her teeth grit of their own accord, stifling
a sob. She closed her trembling hands into fists and raised them to her
face, pressing hard against her eyes and the bridge of her nose trying to dam
the tears. She could not press anywhere near hard enough to stop them. 


She wept. Her knees shook. 


As the blood pooled she came to the
realization that everything was undone.


Daksha mustered the last of her strength
and charged out of the room and downstairs, and while her composure held
she threw the lighter into the kitchen to set the place alight.


Bashing open a window, clearing out the glass
entirely with her machete, Daksha extricated herself from the burning property
and ran headlong into the wood, her sobs turning to screams, and her gait
irregular as she felt her legs wobbling under her own weight.


In the future, though the burning of the
Volker estate could be confirmed with fact, Daksha would think back upon her
experience of the day, and revise it, revise it, and torment herself with
uncertainty about which parts were real and which a product of the haze of
anger and sorrow that overtook her throughout the whole Postill’s Dew, and
perhaps forever on. Never would she come to a conclusion that explained
her memories.


 


~ ~ ~


 


Winter and the New Year brought rain and mud
to Ayvarta. 


Though nowhere near as rainy and muddy as
Dbagbo or Tambwe, the village of Garani saw its fair share of rainfall. The New
Year’s Festival had to be cancelled on account of the rain. Many people had
fallen sick as well. Dobo was not meant for such rain.


At least one person had died. 


Garani was as a somber as a twenty-building
town could be.


Under thick sheets of windblown rain, Lena
Ulyanova stood on the edge of her lawn with an umbrella over her head and
waited, straining her eyes to try to see through the storm. Had she sat a few
steps forward off her lawn she would have violated her house arrest. She was
strongly considering taking those taboo steps, and however many more steps were
necessary to scour the Agora for the girl whom she had lost hours ago.


It was the rain that stopped her, not the
guards. It was getting worse; colder, thicker.


Lena stood out in the rain in intervals of
fifteen and twenty minutes before retreating back to her cabin and pacing
around the rooms in fits and starts. She cursed her constitution. In the
Homeland (she refused to call it Calanchi) she was used to cold,
dry weather; Ayvarta’s hot days and cold rainy nights, its damp air, took
a lot of out of her. 


She could die under such rain.


Hours after nightfall, having worked several
shifts out near the road, Lena opened the door and picked up her umbrella, but
found Grabin approaching. She urged him through the door, and he discarded his
dripping cape into a basket set near the door. 


He sighed deeply.


“No sign of her, but I only got as far as her
house. This rain is murderous, Lenochka.”


She nodded and made to go to the kitchen, to
distract herself by fixing something warm for them, but Colonel Grabin raised
his hand to get her attention before she could leave.


He dug his hand into his coat and drew an
envelope out from his pocket, of the sort that Lena handed to Daksha every
other day. Envelopes full of conspiratorial hopes, revolutionary dreams. Lena
took the envelope from him and ripped it open. 


There was a letter inside.


“They’ve chosen a name. It will be Svechtha,
and we will be Svechthans.” Grabin said.


Lena looked up at him with surprise. 


The Soviets had decided on a name for the
country.


“It’s a nonsense word, but I like it.” Lena
replied. It brought emotion to her – she couldn’t place it because it was
difficult to be happy under her current circumstances. But she felt a muted
elation. “I love it, in fact. I hope those barbarous elves can’t even
pronounce it. I hope it is too difficult for all the oppressive languages of
the world.”


Grabin nodded his head solemnly.


“The Colonial Authority is overstretched. The
Soviets are getting ready for battle.”


“So, you will be going?” Lena said.


“Yes. We can arrange for your arrival soon
after that.”


“I decline.” Lena said.


Grabin grinned. He chuckled once. ”I
expected as much.”


“I’m not a soldier; I can write papers and
lend money from here.”


“Hah, Lenochka, ten years and you already
love this place more than home.”


Lena smiled. “I love the world, Grabin. My
objective is the world. And judging by what I’ve seen today, though Svechtha
may soon be free, the world is far, far from freed.”


“I understand. But I must warn you; I am old.
I will die soon. I haven’t the time to think about the future, Lenochka. I need
you to do that; you are pushing thirty, and your health is fragile. In my
place, you must think about the future of this struggle.”


Lena realized this all too well. But she did
not protest. She took his advice silently.


Suddenly the door slammed open behind them.


Wind and water blew in. The Svechthans turned
sharply around.


“I’m sorry Ms. Ulyanova! Tell me I’m not a
monster! Please tell me!”


Daksha stood framed in the door, the wind
beating her hair, tears falling down her cheeks and nose, her eyes bloodshot.
She was sopping wet and caked with mud and brush. Her storm cape was ripped and
covered with thorns. Her overalls and her shirt were filthy.


She walked forward, dropping her machete. 


Her legs wobbled and shook. Every step was
crooked, as though she was perpetually in a state of stumbling and falling.
Lena had never seen her in such great distress. 


“You are not, Shacha! You are not a monster!
Come here, come here!”


Lena took her pupil into her arms.
Shacha was heavy, taller than anyone in the room, rugged and lean and
difficult to hold while weeping and screaming. Daksha’s legs gave out, and she
collapsed to her knees. Lena held her, head to her chest like a babe, stroking
her wet hair, matted with mud and leaves, while the girl cried and spoke
nonsense.


As she held her, Lena cried herself. What
could she do for the world if she had allowed her pupil to fall into this
state? She was holding the future in her hands; crying, hurting.










10th of the Postill’s Dew, 2003 D.C.E


Adjar Dominance
– City of Bada Aso


 


4 Years
Before The Ayvartan Revolution


 


27 Years Before The Solstice War


 


In the basement of a fine clothes atelier in the great city of Bada Aso a
secret printing press noisily churned out illegal pamphlets and newspapers
denouncing industrial farmers, the regional guard, the imperial authority, and,
at times, the other illegal publications.


The Zaidi socialists of
southern Ayvarta fast applied the lessons of the Svechthan revolution. An
official newspaper was a valuable tool for disseminating information to
committed socialists and building socialist conscience in an undecided and
unknowing proletariat. In Adjar, Dori Dobo had its Zaidi newspaper, Sitara, running
for two years now.


In Bada Aso the struggle was comparatively
young and the Union Banner stumbled up
the basement steps of the atelier and out into the streets at an inconsistent
pace, with an inconsistent page count and inconsistent personalities. That was
all soon to change.


Through the glass door of the shop, an odd
pair walked in. 


There was a pretty, dainty woman, barely
taller than a young teen, complexion pale as a ghost’s, boasting ice-blue
eyes and long blue hair, and a dress fine enough to hang on one of the
mannequins in the atelier; beside her stood a tall and handsome young woman,
brown skinned, broad shouldered, hair cut short, wearing what would be
considered a man’s ensemble vest, jacket and pants, along with a
plain black fedora on her head.


She was carrying an ordinary leather suitcase
with her.


A young woman greeted them from behind a
desk. 


She had her dark hair done into numerous
luxuriant curls and her bronzed skin heavily flushed with cosmetics. Her eyes
glanced at the suitcase but did not linger – she made eye contact with the
visitors quite quickly. “Welcome to Atelier Soie! We carry the finest fashions
from the Kingdom of Franz. My name is Genevieve. How may I help you?”


First they exchanged pass phrases. 


“Do you carry anything snakeskin? Hydra
perhaps?”


Genevieve was all smiles. “Only for the
valued customers.” She winked at the pair.


“Daksha Kansal.” The tall woman tipped her
fedora at the girl, who giggled pleasantly.


“I must say, for a lady, I can only think to
describe you as handsome.” Genevieve said.


“Her lady-ness accents her handsomeness. Lena
Ulyanova,” replied the Svechthan.


“I was informed. You may head on down the
back.” Genevieve said. “Unless this charming rogue wishes to keep me company on
a lonely shift.” She smiled at Daksha.


“I’ll be just as charming in thirty minutes.”
Daksha wryly said. 


Genevieve giggled again.


Lena gently nudged Daksha with her elbow, and
the pair walked around the mannequins and sewing machines and took a door down
to the basement steps. 


They descended into a room lit only by a few
electric bulbs hanging from their cables, and sectioned off by large leather
and fur and linen curtains hung as if to dry from a network of cables. It was
humid and dreary and smelled strongly of parchment paper and ink.


Behind several such makeshift screens, they
found the printing press in a corner along with the rolls of paper to be
fed into it, and the front desk of their impromptu editorial office, currently
presided over by two men. Here the smell of cologne was overwhelming.


“Finally the Central Committee sends someone
to bail us out? Pity we couldn’t take over the city ourselves.” Said
the older of the men. He had black skin and curly brown hair that escaped
from under his fedora, and a good suit. He spoke leisurely and seemed relaxed.
“Name’s Bastogne. At least, that’s this
week’s name. Sorry about the mess – we had to move this thing from a butcher
shop a few days ago. It still reeks of offal, in my opinion.”


“I’m the new editor-in-chief, Lena Ulyanova.”
Lena said, taking his declarations in good humor. She reached out a hand and
shook softly. “Who is this young man with you?”


Bastogne hooked his arms around a skinny,
bespectacled bronze-skinned youth with a bashful expression and slick dark
hair. He avoided eye contact until Bastogne lifted his chin and pushed his
cheeks up. He didn’t struggle. He looked permanently unamused.


“He’s our largely inanimate main writer.
Introduce yourself for ancestor’s sakes.”


“Cologne.” He said, “that’s my
fake name when we got in here. My pen name is Malinovsky. Trying to pretend
like its Svechthans running this– did I pronounce it right?”


Lena smiled. “You did! I didn’t think
knowledge of it would disseminate so quickly.”


“It has been a few years, and you are our
inspiration in the struggle.” Malinovsky said.


“I’m glad to hear it. I look forward to
reading your work, Malinovsky. My
companion and protege here, Daksha, will write for us as well. She’s become
quite a scribbler lately, and has no end of ire against the bourgeoise.” Lena
said, gesturing to her pupil at her side.


Daksha had checked out of the conversation a
while ago; she was examining the press.


On form factor alone, their press was
laudable: it was a fairly small unit, capable of being taken apart and
carried off in a hurry if necessary. In their line of work this was a great
boon. However it came with the drawback that a small press could only
print a limited amount each day. Daksha knew enough about presses from her
previous jobs in Dori Dobo to know that they would not be making the Union
Banner a daily paper with this machine.


However it could certainly print enough for a
workweek edition and a crucial Seventhday paper for the whole city of Bada Aso;
six big pages, five or six articles, and some poetry or comedy to lighten the
politics. Maybe even a cartoon or two from Lena.


Daksha set the suitcase down on the desk and
undid the catches holding it closed. 


Inside were a few envelopes. She fished out a
specific, larger envelope and tore it open. 


She handed Bastogne the manuscript and
quickly began to explain its significance.


“My first article for you; since I was moving
from Dori Dobo I wrote about something universal, the character of a socialist state
compared to a capitalist one. I’ll start researching local articles soon, but
since you seem hard-up for writing you can print that front-page.”


She had spoken quickly and precisely, with a
casual confidence that awed the room.


“Wow! A real firebrand.” Bastogne laughed. 


Malinovsky looked mortified for a moment.


“Oh ho ho; Daksha is always prepared!” Lena
said, patting her pupil’s back.


“What’s in the rest of these?” Malinovsky
said, taking an envelope with shaking hands.


“Money to fund our operation.” Daksha said.
“I gathered it. There’s 10,000 shells.”


Malinovsky dropped the envelope and scrambled
a few steps away as if it was alive.


“That’ll keep us printing for a good while
indeed.” Bastogne said. “How’d you get it?”


“Some of it was donated.” Daksha glanced at
Lena, who smiled back at her. “Some of it was expropriated. All of it can be
cleanly used, you needn’t worry about debts.”


“Expropriated?” Malinovsky asked. “You mean
stolen, but from whom?”


“People who deserved to be stolen from. I
made sure.” Daksha sharply replied.


Malinovsky turned slowly away and stared at
the wall as though in deep contemplation.


“Lad’s still new to all this, but he’s a
pretty good writer.” Bastogne said softly.


“Got anything coming in?” Daksha asked,
addressing the brooding young man.


“Not right now.” Malinovsky said. He avoided
eye contact, fidgeting with his glasses.


Daksha sighed. “Can you write filler? Poetry?
Write six or seven worker’s poems, about hard labor and bad bosses and such;
something to get people riled up for a fight.”


“I don’t know. I can try.” Malinovsky said. 


He certainly didn’t seem the type to rile up.


“They don’t have to be great.” Daksha said.
“They’ll be part of the back matter. I’ve got contacts who might submit
articles, or I can write more. We should be ready–”


“You’d think she was the editor and not me.”
Lena interrupted. 


Bastogne burst out laughing.


“Indeed! She’s taking the reins right from
the hands of all of us old-timers.” He said.


“I’m sorry.” Daksha said. She hadn’t been
aware of how enthusiastically she was talking over everyone. “I meant no
disrespect Comrade Ulyanova, I am just thinking that–”


“I understand! You’re excited. Big city, big
work, girls already going after you.”


Daksha blushed; now it was her turn to grow
bashful and avert her eyes. In turn Malinovsky looked like he wanted to be
buried under the earth to avoid all this conversation.


Lena patted her cheerfully on the back, and
hooked her arm around to pull her close.


“Let me handle the drudgery Daksha.” She
said. “Focus on your specialties, alright?”


“Yes ma’am. Speaking of,” she grinned, “I
don’t want to keep a lady waiting.”










57th of the Dahlia’s Fall, 2004 D.C.E


Adjar Dominance
– City of Bada Aso


 


Bada Aso was moving into the Aster’s Gloom
but it had not yet experienced the seasonal rains. On the night of the 57th the
sky was clear enough to count the stars and a fresh breeze blew across the
streets carrying a hint of sea salt. It was a cool, bustling night.


Daksha waited for a contact in a dance
hall off Penance road, sitting in a curtained-off booth. While the singers
and dancers gave it their all on stage and the couples on the floor
stepped, kicked and twirled energetically to the beat, she drank old warm rice
wine with a rough, woody taste and stared. She had bought a 2-liter bottle
of the stuff to keep her busy.


Her social life could be exciting when she
wanted it to, but lately she had been focusing on bigger things. The Union
Banner; the Social-Democrats and the Anarchists and other groups bent on
change; and plans for a few more expropriations. The Ayvartan Revolution
couldn’t survive solely on Lena’s money – especially when she gave away most of
her wealth and bourgeois status when the Svechthan revolution was secured 4
years ago.


She didn’t want Lena to go through more
difficulty.


Daksha felt that the Ayvartan Revolution was
her own responsibility. 


It was her country, and her people, and she
should be the one handling the affairs here.


Early on she asserted her independence and
initiative and it was paying off now.


A military contact was risky, but Daksha was
confident in her ability to make a play.


She had agreed to meet in the booth, but
Daksha kept peeking outside. It paid off eventually. She found her contact
walking aimlessly toward the bar and into the dance floor. She was a woman with
sand-colored skin and wavy, black hair tied into a ponytail. She wore her
naval uniform, the fool; thankfully she had none of her pins or medals.


She turned her head and finally spotted the
booth. Daksha waved her over and they sat together. She was good-looking; an
understated, casual beauty. She was not a foreigner. Daksha was sure she was
a Zungu Ayvartan.
Judging by the tips of her ears, perhaps part-Lubonin. But she could be
part-Nochtish too. For Zungu of long lines, it was hard to tell.


“Spirits defend, did Malinovsky not tell you
to look discrete?” Daksha said.


“This is discrete! I’m sorry, I recently came
ashore, and I’ve no civilian clothes.”


“Fine. But if we are to meet again, you’ll
get a dress or a pants suit or something.”


Her new contact nodded her head. Daksha
laid against the plush seat with her hands behind her neck, stretching. She had
enjoyed a few drinks, but they had little effect on her.


They sat in silence for a moment, sizing each
other up. 


The naval officer decided to be friendly.


“Chief Warrant Officer Kremina Qote,” the
woman said, extending her hand. Daksha shook it. “Logistics, Core Ocean Fleet.
Pleasure to meet you. Pen name Shacha, right?”


“Corporal Shacha.” Daksha said playfully. It
was one of her identities, at least.


“I didn’t know you were infiltrated in the
army.” Kremina whispered.


“Do I look like I’m in the army right now? I
go in and out as it suits.”


“I see. You’re every bit the mysterious rogue
I thought I’d find.”


Kremina sat back in the booth, drumming her
fingers on the table.


Daksha looked her up and down. She looked
genuine. Nervous, but genuine.


“So, sorting out our affairs. You’re
going to risk everything to spy on the navy. Why?”


“You inspired me.” Kremina said. “I first
read your primer on the agricultural exploitation in Dori Dobo in the summer
last year, and then I also read your Topic Of 14-AG, where you laid out various
points against the army and the Empire. It dawned on me that I was not
protecting our people in the navy – I am part of a government causing harm.”


“I see!” Daksha smiled. 


She took a sip of rice wine, and she felt
terribly flattered. 


Though she tended to have a dim view of her
own writing, she was proud of the Topic Of 14-AG. Even the
curmudgeonly Social Democrats and the professional contrarians in
the Anarchists had given her a hat tip for that piece, and it had made her
a name in the city. To hear that it had turned a naval officer turncoat
delighted her. 


She never expected it to be half as useful as
that!


Daksha poured from the bottle of
rice wine and pushed the glass across the table with her fingertips.
Kremina took it in hand and shook the ice up but seemed reluctant to drink.


“Alcohol not part of your aesthetic?” Daksha
said.


“I can’t drink, I’m technically on duty–”


Daksha put her hand over her mouth to stifle
laughter.


“You’re not on duty. Drink up and then tell
me about good ships to rob.”


Kremina took a sip, and it loosened up her
lips; she both smiled and started to talk.


Daksha’s main interest these days, aside from
the paper, were expropriations. But stealing money that then had to be hidden
or converted or otherwise quickly disposed of was troublesome. She had started
thinking instead about stealing weapons and ammunition – things that could be distributed
and used in the struggle. They had pistols and shotguns and vermin guns and
even a few guardsman battle rifles but more would be good.


Bombs were a particular item on her wish
list. She could do a lot with a good bomb.


She was thinking that with the proper
information, a sea heist could prove lucrative. If they knew what armaments
ships bound from Lubon to strike, they could potentially make off
with modern automatic weapons bought from abroad to suppress the
Empire’s enemies. Hit the ship in the right location, and they could toss the
cargo overboard and dive for it later or rush it out to uninhabited islands and
pick it up at their leisure. It was a reckless plan, but if they had someone on
the inside it was possible, and could yield a great reward.


Perhaps it was the liquor, but the more they
spoke, the more Kremina grew quite confident that she could deliver a ship of
increasing size to Daksha’s hands. First a merchant, then a frigate, then a
destroyer, and soon Kremina was laughing and promising a Battleship would go
turncoat and help Daksha bombard Bada Aso’s police stations.


“I swear, on that handsome face of yours!”
Kremina chuckled. “I’ll get y’the fleet!”


Daksha smiled and patted her in the back and,
ultimately, took her over her shoulder and walked her out of the booth. All of
the energy had drained from her, she was holding her hand to her mouth, limping
along, and turning frightening pale. Daksha propped her up and carried her out
the door of the dance hall and into the street. It was long past midnight.


She looked out to the street, and found a
pair of bayonets pressed to her neck.


From both sides of the building a dozen
police officers appeared as if from thin air, armed to the teeth with bayonets,
rifles, clubs, leather jerkin armor over their uniforms, black masks. They
looked ready to fight an army rather than some buzzed women.


Several years ago after murdering a man and
setting alight his house, Daksha had imagined what she might have felt if
caught in the act by the police. 


She thought she might have died on the spot;
died at the feet of the guards from fear.


Dimly (perhaps it was the liquor) she
congratulated herself on the fact that her reaction was one more mildly annoyed
than desperately mortified. She smiled at them.


Knowing she was outnumbered, she
absentmindedly held out her hands to be cuffed.


Kremina fell to the floor, dead drunk,
spittle trickling from between her lips.


“I can take ‘em. Lemme at the pigs. For
socialism.” She moaned from the ground.










???th of the ???’s ???, 200? D.C.E


Core Ocean
– Kuhamisha Isles, 75 km west from Bada Aso.


 


At the beginning of their exile the women did
not talk at all, and it was torture for both.


Kuhamisha III was called Regret
Island. It was a kilometer from Kuhamisha IV and
connected by traversable shallows. These two islands together comprised enough
territory to feel like something other than a prison, despite their total
isolation from civilization and the complete lack of population. Each island
was the same – an irregularly shaped ring of sandy shore and shoal leading
to ranks of palms and an interior of lush rainforest. A cool,
salty breeze swept through pale, sandy beaches, and the water was thick
with wildlife.


On every beach, the exiles could stand and
see nothing but blue ahead for an interminable distance. Ayvarta was out there
somewhere, but it was far out of their reach.


Imperial Guard took them by boat to the
islands, and showed them the eastern beach where the dock of Kuhamisha, a
crude structure of wooden planks, had been erected. Despite the pistols in
their hands the Guards were almost cordial. This punishment was lenient. They
were not considered a threat. Kremina thought the guard must have been
confident in their traitor within the Zaidis. Both had been given exile over death.


She also thought that Daksha might decide in
a moment of irrational rage that it’s the foolish navy C.W.O who was to blame
for all of this trouble, and murder her here.


When the guards unshackled them and departed,
Daksha simply went off her own way.


On the beaches of Kuhamisha the air was cool
and inviting but the sun was always bearing down. It dawned on her that
Kuhamisha would cage them for over four years if they served out their
sentences. Escape was essentially impossible. She looked into the forest, and
looked at herself, barely a few hours into exile. She was dressed in a plain
white shirt and long pants, the only articles of clothing she had left. Daksha
was much the same.


The Guards promised them a supply of food,
water and any necessities to be delivered weekly. But there was no introductory
shipment. When the boat left it left them only with the clothes on their backs,
perhaps hoping they would die of neglect. During that first day, Kremina ate
berries in the forest. She saw no small animals that could be hunted. She
didn’t even see insects on the plants. She kept to the shade inside the
rainforest and on its edge, avoiding the sun. As a Zungu of a dusty
pigmentation she could have burned under it.


Kremina didn’t see Daksha at all during
that first day. Daksha kept on walking. There was a shack near the southern
beach on Regret that had been constructed for exiles. There were some
containers there, presumably to save water, as well as a hammer, a flint and
steel set to start campfires, a rudimentary fishing pole, and a bundle of
colorful cloth. Kremina removed her pants and wore a flowery curtain as a
makeshift skirt. She unbuttoned her shirt and slept in the shack. Daksha stayed
missing the whole time.


Next morning it began to rain, and Kremina
drank from the water sliding down the tin roof of the shack. She then set the
containers out to start collecting rain. Much of that day she spent inside the
shack, staring out at the sand, alone. She thought about Daksha.


It gnawed on her. She had nothing to think
about but that there was only a single human being out there, one who abandoned
her, who might hate her, who might have awaited in this bush or that one to
leap out and attack her. It started to occupy her dreams after a while.


 Kremina didn’t know enough about Daksha to
make a judgment, but under these extreme conditions her brain was fueled by
this paranoia. She felt she would have a completely blank mind otherwise. Her
mind was filled with fear and with longing. 


She wished that instead of hating her, Daksha
loved and protected her instead.


An undetermined amount of time later – the
sun had gone up and down at least twice and perhaps five or six times but
Kremina hadn’t the presence left to take note of it – there was cause for
reunion. A horn sounded in the distance. Steam trailed skyward.


There was a ship approaching Regret.


Daksha reappeared on the southern beach,
though Kremina had no idea from where she had come. She had unbuttoned her
shirt, and ripped her pants legs shorter. Her neck-length, bob-cut black hair
was messy and dusty, windblown and clearly covered with sand. Her dark skin was
similarly dusty. She was taller, leaner, and stronger than Kremina.


She looked like more of a soldier than the
C.W.O. 


They stood together, quietly awaiting the
ship on the dock. 


Daksha’s face bore a tired expression.


A small coast guard boat sidled up to the
makeshift docks. Guards with rifles kept them at bay while a small crane lifted
a crate and dropped it on the dock. Once more they sounded the horn and then
left the dock. The exiles watched the ship sail disappear anew.


Silently, Daksha pried open the crate with a
small bar affixed to its side. 


Inside there were two jugs of fresh water, a
box of citrus powder to combat scurvy, rolls of bandages, boxes of millet, and
bottled, pickled dates. There were a few books, including, perhaps as a joke,
the complete Ayvartan penal code. There were a few plain white shirts and long
black pants. One large bundle of rough cloth caught their attention. 


Daksha pulled it out – it was a hammock.


She shot a look at Kremina, who shrank back
several steps from her in a sudden reflex.


“If it is alright with you, we can share
the hammock.” Daksha said. She sounded calm.


Kremina blinked. She laughed nervously. “We
could. You aren’t angry with me?”


“Why would I be? If you were a spy you
wouldn’t be here dying slowly with me.”


“It could be part of a long con.” Kremina
said. She felt ashamed for her fears so far.


“Foolishness ill suits you, C.W.O. Keep your
wits about you and don’t let your brains bake any worse under the sun. I’m not
planning to sit around for four years.” Daksha said.


“I see. So you’ve got a plan? When do we
leave?” Kremina said excitedly.


Daksha averted her eyes. “I don’t have a
plan, but I’m thinking. Give me some time.”


Kremina sighed. “Well, until then, at least
we won’t lose our minds from loneliness.”


“I am sorry I left you behind. I was still
vexed about the situation so I went exploring and aimlessly wondered through
Regret and onto Sorrow.” Daksha said. She looked overhead. The sun was rising
toward the center of the sky. “Let us get out of the sun.”


Side by side, they returned to the shack. 


A simple wooden frame held a thin roof, There
were no windows. It had no door and no floor. Kremina had slept on the sand the
past few nights, and she had hung a curtain over the doorway. Daksha did not
even want to go inside. “We’ll find a way to get a roof over our hammock and
sleep outside. I’m not too fond of cramped spaces like that.”


“I see. Any particular reason why?” Kremina
asked.


“Bad memories.” Daksha said.


They hung the hammock in a cluster of palms a
few paces inland. There was enough shade in the morning and noon that they
could avoid the sun while resting on most days. 


Both of them climbed on the hammock and got
comfortable as they could – there was barely enough room, but if they huddled
together they could be warm and more accommodating than sleeping on the
hot sand, crammed together inside of the shack.


“What did you see on the islands?” Kremina asked.
Daksha lay behind her.


“In the middle of Sorrow there’s a little
freshwater pool we could drink from if we ever fall into dire straits. There is
also thick bamboo that we can cut for tools, like a fishing spear. Or a
guard-killing spear.” Daksha said. “There might be animals. I can’t be sure.”


Kremina nodded. “I’m glad I’m not alone
here.”


“Me too. Don’t worry. We won’t waste four
years here. We won’t.”


Kremina laughed. “I feel that even if I lived
my sentence, it would not be wasted time.”


Daksha chuckled. “Perhaps not.”


Time felt distorted on Kuhamisha. 


Kremina didn’t know how long she had spent on
it. She did not know what day it was when the exiles reconciled and she stopped
counting the sun’s journeys and the moon’s appearances. But she felt happy to
have Daksha behind her back, holding her close.


It was not just the isolation. Daksha’s
words, written on the newspaper, had brought Kremina out of a dark place. She
had nursed admiration for the mysterious socialist rogue. It was strange
meeting her and finding the authentic person behind those words. Daksha might
have been a thief, rebel and a killer in the lore of wanted posters and street
gossip; for Kremina, who had always thought her skills in life to be a waste,
and going further to waste, it felt like an opportunity to meet someone making
a real difference in the world.


But in real life Daksha was a person who
spent her days in exile fashioning crude tools and chasing after crabs and fish
with limited success and no thought of resignation; a person who told bawdy
jokes while taking a long walk around the beach; a person who looked at the
night sky and fashioned her own constellations out of people she
knew, Kaushik, Ulyanova, Grabin, Foana, Bastogne, Qote, and invented
stories whole cloth about them; a person who recited old stories and
religious hymns and folk poetry to lull herself to sleep; a person who awakened
first and somehow always crept stealthily out of the hammock.


As time went by that presence became
more intimate, and it was harder and harder for Daksha to leave unnoticed.
Kremina grew used to those hands holding her by the waist and breast, to that
face resting on beside her own, to the playful nibbling on her shoulderblade
and the sliding of Daksha’s fingers across her thighs. Whenever
Daksha left the hammock now, Kremina woke, and took her hand by the hand
and pulled her into a kiss. 


Often it convinced her to remain.


Exiled on Kuhamisha, Kremina got to see the
human behind the myth of Daksha Kansal, the monster that stalked the streets
and papers of Bada Aso and brought to bear a revolutionary fire against the
Empire. She grew to love her more than the myth, not for the things that made
her rare and mysterious but for all the things that made her ordinary.


Ordinary things like her dreams, her
childish-sounding, unpretentious dreams.


“I want people to grow up free of the pain
that I felt and feel.” She would say.


Her phrasing was different, but it was her
socialism distilled to its human core.


“I want the world to be free of that pain.”










26th of the Yarrow’s Sun, 2006 D.C.E


Adjar Dominance
– City of Bada Aso


 


You couldn’t find a decent socialist paper in
Bada Aso those days even if you tried.


Various circumstances had driven The Union
Banner out of print. With it, a lot of the irreverent fervor of the revolution
had quieted down. The Social Democrat’s paper, Sparka, gave gracious room to
Zaidi figures like Lena Ulyanova, the mysterious Mr. Bastogne, and a rising
star still known only as “M.Sky” or “Malinovsky,” who had all but switched
sides to SD point of view. However they had rigid guidelines and a heavy
editorial hand that frustrated the Zaidis. Their paper was meek and austere and
lacked in wild fervor.


Sparka was
trash; Daksha needed only give it a good look a few hours from reaching the
mainland, hooked on a piece of steel debris from the exploded IAS
Cheche, to realize
this. Dressed as sailors she and Kremina seized copies of the paper from a
child courier and found the articles disappointing. Though well-written, the
subject matter was tepid.


Only one thing about it inspired curiosity –
why it was still printing in the first place.


There was also an answer to this and it was
also easy to grasp from the paper’s contents.


Sparka was still illegal, but aside from the occasional
inflammatory Zaidi rants it was seen as harmless and conciliatory to the Bada
Aso government, and the Guards had for the most part given up on
finding the latest hiding place for its precious secret printing press.


Setting out into the city to find the answer
themselves seemed a daunting task at first. It took Daksha mere hours to shake
and smack around the correct people to uncover its location, so she surmised
that Sparka existed only because
the Guards had gotten lazy.


Or because they had become conciliatory
themselves.


“Do we attack now?” Kremina asked.


“At night – less potential collateral damage
that way.” Daksha replied.


Ducking behind a steel garbage bin in an
alley, the two women waited for the dark.


Because it printed only at the end of the week,
and printed only three long pages, the SD printing press and the so-called
editorial bureau of Sparka was based out of the basement of a small sports club
along the Umaiha riverside. Daksha picked the lock and the pair stole inside.
Past an entry hall lined with kickball trophies and storied team photographs,
they found the basement door, drew their revolvers and tiptoed below.


Behind stacks of unused furniture, nets,
cases of balls, and other sporting implements that dominated the room, there
was one uncongested corner with a desk and the SD’s printing press, smaller
even than the one at the Union Banner. On the desk, a young man slept near a
candle that could have fallen and set alight his papers at any moment.


It very nearly did when Daksha kicked the desk
and awakened him. He sat up and looked every which way as though surrounded. He
turned his eyes to Daksha. Dark bags had formed under them and gave him an even
more nervous expression. 


He was paler, thinner than before.


“Kansal.” He said in a hushed voice. The word
was almost lost under a panicked breath.


“Janta Mahapuri, or should I say, Malinovsky,
in the papers.” Daksha replied.


“Daksha, where– Why are you dressed like
that?” He asked. He started to shake. “And your hair is so long. I haven’t seen
you in a while, I was so startled. Who is she, with you?”


“I am Kremina Qote. Pleasure to meet you. I
was never a fan of your articles in the Union Banner, but a comrade is a
comrade, right?” Kremina said with a big grin.


Daksha walked around the desk and hooked her
arm aroung Malinovsky’s throat as though to choke him, but instead she gave him
a friendly shake and messed with his hair.


“You should be happy to see us! We just got
through hitching a ride on a naval cutter from Kuhamisha and then killing everyone
and blowing it up.” Daksha said.


“You’ve got to be joking.” He said, still
trapped in Daksha’s grip.


“It’s easy when you know exactly how bored
ensigns patrol the deck.” Kremina said.


Malinovsky stared sidelong at Daksha while
she laughed and toyed with him.


“Don’t you think the sailor suit fits me?”
Daksha said, shaking him again.


“A little, but I think the um, the
gentleman sort of look, fit you best.” He stammered.


“Perhaps, but I like trying new things. I
wore my hair long all through my childhood. I kind of miss it, to be quite
honest. My mother liked it a lot.” She said casually.


“I’m sure she did.” He said. “I’m sure she
was a woman of great taste, like yourself.”


Daksha pressed the barrel of her
revolver to his head and fired a single shot.


“That was too good for you, you traitorous
piece of shit.” She said. It was an odd relief.


His neck went limp against her elbow. 


She let him go. 


While his body fell aside, she took
everything that was on the desk, stuffed it into his pack and took it around
her shoulders. There were unfinished articles, SD codes and other things.
Daksha urged Kremina out and the two of them ran out the back and disappeared
into the tight streets and alleys of Bada Aso. They had gotten their
housecleaning done.


 


~ ~ ~


 


Under the name Lydia Kollontai, Lena
Ulyanova had acquired a small apartment in the central district of Bada Aso,
right under the nose of the Imperial Authority. Though her own country had
overthrown its particular imperialists, Ayvarta lurched to freedom in fits and
starts. Many in the Zaidi movement had been jailed or killed; she had more
contacts left with anarchists than Zaidi these days, and begrudgingly published
what little writing she did with the Social Democrats, who often took objection
to her rhetoric.


She was waiting for her pupil to return. She
had news to give her; a burden to give her.


Her feet had swollen some and she found it
difficult to walk. So she could no longer stand under moon or rain, as she did
in the past, waiting for Daksha to appear. She had the urge to do so, as
if every night she did not spend watching the street was a night she delayed
the return of her little star – but she simply did not have the ability. 


So she waited at home, hoping that the door
would slam open one night and her child, covered in rain and mud, would
return. Had she a god, she would have prayed.


On the 26th, she felt under the weather and
did not even leave the apartment to pick up a paper. A little boy courier
dropped an edition of the Sparka through her mail slot but she had no
motivation to read it. She laid on the couch in her living room, eating paneer
koftas, little fried balls of cheese and bulgur and bits of leek, and drinking
sweet palm wine.


It wasn’t vodka, but it kept her throat from
getting too dry while lounging around.


She felt miserable and started to question
everything. What had she been able to do for Daksha all her life? Only get her
into trouble. Only lead her to worse and worse things.


Perhaps if she had remained a compliant rich
brat everyone would have been better off. She could have overcome her aversions
and married and led an ordinary life.


She could have married a man and raised
children, and oversaw matters in Narodnaya as everyone had pushed her too. She
could have just given up and accepted the name–


No– that was the exhaustion talking. It was
unconscionable. 


She refused to succumb to it.


She had to fight, because otherwise she left
the blade of history in the worst of hands.


She had to fight to wrench it back, in
whatever way possible.


Someone had to fight; someone had to sustain
that fight.


But it couldn’t be her alone; it couldn’t be
her in the lead anymore. 


The very fact that she was contemplating
these things meant that her days in the forefront of this vanguard were done.
She would not be the person who would free Ayvarta. 


She was not this land’s future.


It had to be someone to whom the Ayvartan sun
had lent its fire.


Someone who was not averse to its heat like
she was.


She heard a sliding noise and bolted up from
her couch.


Daksha waved from the door. Her companion
removed her own hat and smiled.


“Lenochka,” Daksha said happily,
in the way Grabin used to say it.


“Shacha,” Lena said. She almost
wanted to cry, but she was too tired for tears.










28th of the Postill’s Dew, 2007 D.C.E


Adjar Dominance
– City of Bada Aso


 


Madiha felt a bit of trepidation working with
the Zaidis. 


Though she liked Daksha well enough, and she
seemed like a nice lady, other street children had told her not to get involved
because the Zaidis were, as the children put it, “crazy.” They weren’t like the
ordinary gangsters that most street children worked for.


Still, Madiha liked Daksha. She wanted to
follow Daksha wherever the woman went. She was tall, dark and graceful,
long-haired, strong. She dressed in a suit and had a black fedora. In a little
corner of her mind Madiha wanted to dress in a suit, have a black fedora and
shoot bad guys and rob banks, all the things she had heard others say
about the Zaidis.


Perhaps, Madiha thought, she herself was also
crazy. 


After all, she had killed a man to save
Daksha several days before. 


Not one other street child in the world had
ever shot a man in the head for anyone. Street kids didn’t fight, they ran.
Fighting didn’t pay for a street kid in the long run.


There was something about Daksha and the
Zaidis, about their conduct and their ideas.


Everything fit with her own. She was tired of
people hurting her and hurting others.


Justice attracted her, like her own pied
piper leading to the dark below of Bada Aso.


So she followed Daksha to a small butcher
shop, and a basement drying room full of whole hogs hanging by hooks,
completely skinned and disturbingly leathery. Madiha rarely ate any meat,
and the sight did a lot to dissuade her from eating much in the near future.


Ducking under and squeezing around various
hogs they came to a cleared area where a large machine with plates, rods and
wheels stood next to big rolls and tall stacks of paper.


Wearing a gentle smile on her face, Daksha
scooped a stack of papers into a basket, and handed it to Madiha. It was a
little heavy – she had to carry it with both of her hands.


“This is the Zaidi newspaper, Saca.”
Daksha said. “I want you to distribute it on the streets. It costs 2 shells or
235 coral. You will not let go of a single issue until you get your money for
it, no matter what. Stand at a street corner and act cute, and shout something
in your cute voice like ‘Workers of the world, read Saca and unite!’ to gather
attention.”


Madiha blushed. She did not really think of herself
as cute, though she was supposed as she was eight years old it was inevitable,
even despite her tall size and bashful demeanor.


From the desk, Daksha withdrew a hat with a
white ribbon and a five-shot revolver.


“Here, wear this beret. You’ll look even
cuter and maybe we’ll sell more papers. Those SD fools don’t have a cute
mascot.” She adjusted the hat on Madiha’s head, and secured the gun in the
basket, behind the papers. ”And if someone gets funny with you, use
that.”


“Um, whenever I shoot, you should know, I
always aim for the head.” Madiha said.


Daksha scratched her hair. “Can you not do
that? Can you shoot their legs?”


“I can try.” Madiha said. She had only
handled a gun twice in her life, but before that she had thrown rocks, bottles
and bricks – her hand always tried to go for the enemy’s head.


“You don’t want to kill them, just make them
think twice before bothering a Zaidi courier, whatever her age.” Daksha
said. “Killing can get messy, maiming is just casual.”


“Will I get paid for this?” Madiha asked. She
tried to put on a serious face.


Daksha smiled and rubbed the beret against
Madiha’s head.


“Yes, I will pay you. You’ll also get to
sleep somewhere nice, though whether it’s a guest bed, a couch, or a dog basket
with blankets on it, will depend on who can host you.”


“That sounds good. All of that, I
mean. I slept in a gutter a week ago.” Madiha said.


Daksha patted her on the shoulder. “We’ll
have no more of that.”


“I want to ask you something else too, Ms.
Kansal. I want to read the paper; I want to learn about you– about the Zaidis.
About the things you said before; about sociabilism.”


“Socialism.” Daksha corrected.


“Socialism. Sorry.” Madiha flinched a little.
It was reflexive.


“It’s fine. At your age I didn’t even know it
existed. I couldn’t even read well.”


“I can read. I memorized all of the Good
Book. I had to or the sisters got mad.”


“Well, forget all of that, because it’s
worthless rubbish fairy tales. Here, read this.”


From her vest pocket, Daksha withdrew a
little pamphlet and put it in Madiha’s own vest pocket. It stuck out like a
handkerchief and made her look a little more refined.


“It’s a primer for factory workers, written
by Lena Ulyanova, one of our genius writers. You’ll see as soon as you open it;
if you’ve read that wretched messianic book then this style of writing will be
easy for you. And I’ll answer any questions you have later.”


Madiha smiled brightly. She felt excited
suddenly. Socialism! She was going to learn with Daksha! She would sleep
indoors tonight! Surely she would be the envy of the street kids. She hauled
her little basket out the basement, up the steps, out the butcher shop front
and all the way to the street corner. She set down her basket and looked around
the crowd.


“Workers of the world, read Saca and unite!” Madiha cheered. “Only 2
shells!”










44th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


Solstice Dominance – City of Solstice, SDS
Memorial Park


 


Putting a body count on the Ayvartan
Revolution and Civil War was difficult. When did the Revolution start? Was it
truly in 2007 when Daksha had taken over the radio station and declared war on
the Imperial Authority? That was a stunt to get attention. She never thought
that a year after that she would be in Solstice, shooting guards, arming
workers.


When did it all end? Did it end with the
creation of the SDS? Given the current circumstances it didn’t feel like the
revolution was complete. It had merely been postponed.


There were so many who had fallen for one
reason or another. Even when she couldn’t see their faces in her mind anymore,
if she had seen their blood even once she could still see it. Cracks of
gunfire, slicing of knives, and blood, dripping inside of her closed eyelids.


Not everyone had graves and the graves
that existed were not all properly credited.


There were too many people who did too many
things. Daksha barely remembered them all. She barely remembered those whom the
guards took from the movement and never gave back. She barely remembered those
she killed to protect the revolution, those she robbed to fund it, those she
tormented to support it. Many of them were fragments of memory that flashed
brightly, like lightning, and then vanished, perhaps for good.


Not everyone deserved to be remembered. But
she still felt cowardly for forgetting.


It had been her idea to make an ostentatious
memorial park. It helped her to remember.


But there was only so much that could be
recalled and stricken on a metal plaque.


There was at least one person, however, whom
she could remember perfectly well.


In the memorial park, one grave stood
sentinel above the rest. It had the largest plaque.


Lena Ulyanova, born 1968 in Narodnaya,
Svechtha. Died, 2022 in Solstice City.


She had lived to see the SDS formed and died
before she saw it squabbling and falling.


Her death had been peaceful, happy, among
friends and admirers. 


Her accomplishments were many. Too many to
list, and there were many listed. Mother of revolutions; giver of weapons
rhetorical and material; fierce fighter in papers and backstreets both.
Daksha knew everything about Lena. When she closed her eyes she could still
walk hand in hand with her as if seeing it in a film from her own perspective. 


She could never forget any moment with
Lena.


She touched the plaque, first with her hand,
and then touching her forehead to it.


“I’m sorry.” She said simply. She
couldn’t offer her mentor anything but her apologies.


She had left her ambitions lying by the
wayside; she had forgotten the future.


At no point had the revolution stopped. They
had all merely decided to put it aside.


“Daksha, it’s me! I’m approaching from behind
you! It’s Kremina!”


She turned around; Kremina was walking
in from the other end of the park. There was no one else around – it was
getting late in the day. Kremina knew Daksha was very jittery and so she never
surprised her, she always announced her presence. It was thoughtful. It made
Daksha smile. She stood up from the grave and spread her arms, embracing her
lover.


“What’s the word from the Council?” Daksha
asked.


They separated for a moment. Kremina shook
her head.


“Are they passing anything?” Daksha pressed.


“They’re passing some parts piecemeal.
Debating the others.”


Daksha grunted. “I didn’t give them an action
plan for them to pass bits and pieces they liked. They have to do everything or
nothing is going to work. What is Yuba doing?”


“Trying to keep it together. Councilors are
resigning over this. It’s gotten messy.”


“Tell him I’m exasperated. I’m going to set
them all ablaze soon!”


“Yuba is exasperated too. Is your speech
ready for tomorrow?” She asked. “It’s important. He agrees that the speech will
help build momentum, if you pull it off right.”


“I wrote all of it this morning.” Daksha
replied. “Did you make the arrangements?”


“Yes. It will be televised; people in
canteens and tenements and villages that have a communal television will be
able to see it on the national channel. Same with private televisions. You will
also be live on the radio. We expect the audience to be significant.”


“Good. I want them to hear and consider me
over the foolishness of their councilors.”


“Council has never addressed the public on
the airwaves. We’ll catch them off-guard.”


Daksha nodded. She glanced at Lena’s grave.
She did not want to return to this place in a year and feel the need to
apologize – or worse, have no place here to return to mourn.


With one hand on the grave for strength, she
promised to commit to the future.


Her other hand procured an item from her
pocket. She knelt down before Kremina.


“Is something the matter?” Kremina asked.


“Will you marry me?”


Daksha raised her hands, presenting a
small box with a ring in it.


Kremina’s eyes drew wide.


She was overcome with emotion. She took the
box. She couldn’t speak.


She raised a hand over her mouth, and started
weeping.


“Yes.”


Daksha didn’t think she heard it right. “Yes?”


“Yes. Yes! I want to marry you!” Kremina
said.


“Twenty years late, I think. I’m sorry.”
Daksha said.


Kremina knelt and threw her arms around
Daksha. She kissed her.


“We’ve been married all this time in my eyes.
We’re just going public.”


Daksha nodded. They bowed their heads,
foreheads touching, and wept together.










45th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


Solstice
Dominance – City of Solstice, Memorial Park


 


KVW Warden Daksha Kansal’s Emergency
Community Address


 


Televised and radio-aired at noon on 45-AG across
national channels.


 


Comrades of the Socialist Dominances of
Solstice!


We must collectively open our eyes and
awaken to the facts!


The Nocht Federation is nothing but a paper
tiger!


Their technology is no better than ours!


Their strength of arms is no greater than our
own!


Their vaunted morality, their claim to
civilization, no more valid!


There is no area in which Nocht has an
advantage over us!


To think ourselves inferior to them is to
condemn ourselves to slavery!


Nocht is a false democracy that intends
to rule the world with violence!


Nocht accrues cowardly victories by
launching surprise attacks on peaceful nations!


Nocht’s industry, Nocht’s politics, Nocht’s
beliefs, in no way grant them superiority!


That they have come this far is no testament to
their strength!


It is a warning to us that we must further
our own strength and resist!


Elements in our government and military have
swallowed up the false words of despots like Achim Lehner and Mary Trueday and
now believe that our struggle is hopeless. I cannot express to you with words
how grave an error it is to believe these lies.


For over fifteen years the Nocht Federation
has claimed a moral superiority over us, and over the nations of the world
around us. They speak of their international trade and how it enriches nations;
they speak of their democracy, free speech and private enterprise; they
speak of their advances in science and medicine; they speak of their religion
and ethical character. Nocht would have you believe they live in an exclusive golden
age.


Unclouded eyes should be able to see
that Nocht and its virtues are an illusory edifice!


You can pick apart the fantasies and discover
that the Emperor has no clothes!


Every Republiksmark earned in their network
of so-called international trade has been strong-armed out of nations that have
been cheated out of their freedom and resources at the point of a gun. I
remember a time not so long ago when Nocht condemned Bakor and the Higwe
as nests of “pirates” and “barbarians,” chastising them for “blocking sea
routes” and “terrorizing merchant shipping.” That rhetoric turned to gunfire
not soon after that!


Nocht wants to wipe this history from the
record! Nocht praises Bakor and the Higwe for their democratic governments,
free markets, and newly relaxed trade agreements. They treat the puppet
democracies of Bakor and Higwe as if these nations had risen out of the ground
one day, fully formed. But did the Bakoreans and the Higweans choose this state
of affairs? Tell me, what language is spoken today in the Bazaars of Pampala?


So-called democracy has served only to submit
unwilling people’s to Nocht’s will!


So-called democracy fell on Bakor and
Higwe and killed people in the name of profit!


So-called democracy crushed popular movements
in Cissea for the benefit of capital!


Is this barbaric so-called
democracy what they mean to bring to our shores as well?


I scoff at the insinuation that Nocht is a
leader in Democracy. Nocht and its succession of eight-year
dynasties have not earned the right to preach about Democracy. They have
no right to speak about Freedom; it is evident that global freedom is their
least concern!


As I speak, Northern Aviation,
General Oil, The Signature Motor Company, and many more corporations
stand to profit immensely from the trampling of foreign peoples.


Violence is exported from the Nocht
Federation across the sea, most recently to us, to Ayvarta. At the beck
and call of massive arms-makers and resource-hoarders that reap massive
profits, Nocht has dragged us into chaos. Can the liberated and enfranchised
democratic peoples of the world cast their vote to stop this? Can those in
opposition to this aggression exercise their free speech and representative
democracy to stop this?


Is there a field in the ballot that asks the
Nochtish people whether they want this brutality or not? What use is the
Nochtish democracy if it cannot stop the Nochtish greed!


Achim Lehner was a name on one of those
ballots once. What did he represent on that ballot? Did his competitor
represent something different? Was there a man whom the Nochtish people could
vote for that did not represent aggression and subjugation?


No! Their so-called democracy is only used to
legitimize their craven adventurism!


And yet, they have the gall, these Northern
men, to claim they are superior to us!


Achim Lehner will tell you that he is a man
of science, that Nochtish science has cured disease and revitalized industry
and enriched its people; yet Achim Lehner must have never heard of the
revolutionary sciences founded in Svechtha and brought to us by the Zaidis in
the new millennium. Because his miracle cures for disease are all locked
away in the chests of doctors who demand loot in exchange for health;
his revitalized industry has come at a cost of workers laboring in awful conditions
for interminable hours, under constant threat of replacement; and despite the
rising of abstract numbers of jobs created, stocks and bonds and other monies
traded, people still starve, still wander the streets homeless in Rhinea, right
under the eyes of his administration! Is this the shape of a civilized,
golden age? 


It is obvious: the answer is No!


Meanwhile Mary Trueday claims that she has
been spiritually enlightened, and that she has access to a font of
knowledge that supports Nocht as a moral leader in the world. Mary Trueday, in
the face of all the heinous acts committed by her hosts, will without shame
parade herself as a spiritual woman who is guided by a higher faith to seek
justice. Has Mary Trueday lost her mind? She has gone from a sniveling
aristocrat to a deluded buffoon! Wherever Nocht goes you see the blind
believers of the Messanic church wandering in their wake to explicate
their atrocities. Mary Trueday is a coward and a zealot who has taken up
this wicked mantle to dance for a new generation of demagogues.


By adopting Messianism so strongly Mary
Trueday has fully turned her back on our people! Because if you read their
scripture then you will know that Hers is a religion whose texts outright
condemn our culture’s expressions of identity and even sexuality; that
believes in an eternal hell where we burn if we do not follow her strict
dogmas; that condemns women like herself as the devil that brought ruin to
mankind; that posits a ridiculous mountaintop battle where demons and angels
will decide our final fate for us, because we are sinners and weak flesh and
ignorant and eternally consigned to hell since the birth of our species.
Messianism as an organization is nothing but hostile to justice!


What do these fairy tales even prove to us? 


Do they justify the deaths and carnage
wrought in our country in a mere twenty-seven days? Again, I say No! We
must strongly resist these ideas, wherever we see them!


Nocht cannot write the world’s history any
longer! Nocht is a paper tiger, comrades! Hands have folded and painted it and
made it fearsome, but there is no flesh there!


Today, comrades, I beseech you to gather your
strength and resist Nocht!


We are a socialist nation, comrades; we put,
ahead of all consideration, the provision of food, shelter and health for all
our people. Life is our value. I am asking you, comrades, to put ahead of
everything the preservation of the
communities that you hold most dear.


Right now, Nocht threatens to obliterate
everything you have gained. 


Your food will be gathered by their
bureaucrats, priced and sold outside the reach of your wages; your homes ill be
taken and valued above your means to live; your services, such as healthcare,
the trains, the union cars that drive you to work, the civil servants who help
you when a natural disaster strikes, all of those people and those resources
will be taken from you to be sold at a profit to those who can afford to pay
the better price. 


Nocht seeks to unmake everything that
you believe in!


Nocht has come to put you to the sword, to
cast you out on the street, and to make you beg for its scraps! They will
rewrite your history to fit the narrative of their superiority.


We did not fight for close to a decade for
our freedom to give it up to another Empire. 


So-called Empress Mary Trueday
prattles about her birthright as though you, her people, are a trade good
that she can buy and sell – those who talk of entire countries as their
birthrights are nothing but despots! There is only one birthright here that matters.



Your birthright as a human being to lead a
life of dignity, free of preventable starvation, disease, homelessness. Your
birthright is a life where you do not struggle just to eat.


That is what we fought for. And that is what
we must keep fighting for.


Because of the cruelty and immediacy and
totality of this attack upon us all, there is confusion in our government.
There are many Councilors undecided as to what course of action to take. Over
the years they have given themselves more and more responsibilities and yet now
they forsake them! There are among them people who believe that we can
appease Nocht. To appease Nocht, however, is to declare Ayvarta extinct. 


That is what they want most of all.


Nocht assaults our way of life, because our
strength calls into question their own.


It would be the darkest tragedy of our
history if the indecision of a few doomed us all.


I am calling on all of you comrades, all of
you who are truly free and still live in a free nation, to beseech your
councilors, to beseech like the Nochtish people cannot, and through the true
democracy of the proletariat, to prepare this nation to defend itself at all
costs. We must awaken and make our voices heard; it must be shown to all that
we will not rest until all our refugees and wounded are evacuated, rehoused and
fed, until our army is rebuilt to defend us, until our most powerful weapons
are being built and brought regularly to bear against the hated enemy, and
ultimately, until Nocht is driven entirely from our lands.


Soon, it may come to pass that half of our
beautiful lands are all that remains to house and feed a population meant to
live on all of our beautiful lands.
We have a duty to each other that supersedes this hardship. We must band
together in mutual aid and protection!


Today, I am calling on you, because this
country needs your support! 


We must secure the future of this nation,
which has been so hard-fought for!


Comrades! Today you must awaken! You must
shout! 


You must shout loud enough to awaken this
country!


You must shout so loud that your comrades
will hear, alive or dead! 


Your words cannot be misinterpreted!


You must shout so loud that the undecided
councilors in the People’s Peak hear your voice unequivocally! You must shout
so loud that the factories, the fields, the streets, are filled with the sound
of your resistance! You must shout for those who cannot!


Let your voices be heard today! Speak before
the imperialists take your voice away as they have already taken so many! Shout
in the name of that great provider who has cradled you selflessly! For the
Motherland, comrades! Lift your right fist, and shout, for Ayvarta!


Awaken, my proud and powerful country! Crush
the paper tiger under your boots!


 


~ ~ ~


 


Night fell on Solstice after another busy,
lively day in the capital. 


Everyone welcomed it.


Hours had passed since the speech, but the
cheers were still with her; the wall of fists raised into the air in perfect
synchronicity to her own was still in her mind. Such a powerful response from
the crowd boded well. She left the Memorial Park with her head up high.


When she returned to her office in Central
she received reports that recruitment centers in Solstice City were being
swamped with prospective trainees, and that they had run out of informed
consent literature to hand out to laborers and students considering joining the
armed forces. Reports from other locations in the nation were still
forthcoming, but the response seemed promising. Daksha didn’t necessarily just
want soldiers however. 


She needed people to pressure their
councilors. 


She wouldn’t know whether that was happening
right away though.


Still, she believed that this could be an
entirely new beginning to the fight. Everything up to this point, the invasion,
the loss of Shaila, Madiha’s rampage in Bada Aso, was only a prelude to their
resistance against Nocht. She believed it; she had to believe it. 


Ayvarta’s future as a socialist, independent
nation rested on it.


She took her place behind her desk, committed
to returning to the war work.


But her head was still in the clouds. 


She toyed with her pen and stared at the
black and white picture of Kremina she had on her desk. They were standing in
arm in arm in the photo, during the naming ceremony for the SPV Kansal,
their most modern naval Battleship to date.


They planned the wedding for 24-HF-2030.
Daksha wanted it to be small and discrete.


Perhaps by then Madiha would be back in the
city. Daksha wanted her as her best lady.


Madiha was the only person she had an
amicable connection to who remained from those old, bitter days of revolution.
Kimani was invited, but not “best lady” material.


She let out a long, fond sigh, thinking about
it. A married woman; married to Kremina.


Her mind was strangely peaceful. The flashes
of violence had subsided momentarily.


Someone let themselves into the office;
Daksha looked up. 


But she didn’t snap like usual.


“Whenever Kremina comes in she gives me a
warning, Yuba. For my anxiety.”


At the other end of the room Councilor Yuba
crossed his arms. “Sorry, Warden.”


“Have you come to deliver good news, or
with more baffling legislative arcana?”


Councilor Yuba smiled at her. “How arcane
does ‘Premier Kansal’ sound to you?”


Daksha
stared, uncomprehending. There had not been a Premier since Lena died.


Yuba looked
at her with a dire smile on his face. “I have a terrible proposal to offer.”
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