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WARNING: If you are distressed by war and
violence, take care when reading. 


 


This book contains scenes of violence
and death; sexual content; descriptions of disease symptoms and injuries, such
as vomiting and bleeding; descriptions of medical procedures such as surgery
and wound treatment; descriptions of mental illness symptoms such as suicidal
ideation, extreme anxiety and stress; violence toward children; fire and
burning, of objects and people; coercion and torture; disfigurement and body
horror; supernatural horror; instances of racial and gendered bigotry,
including dehumanizing language and misgendering.


 


Most of these descriptions are
fleeting, and few are graphic.


 


I hope you will trust me to be
discreet and enjoy the book regardless.












25. The Sun That Shone
Through Smoke


 


51st of the Aster's Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


Solstice Dominance -- City of Solstice


Early in the
morning of the 51st, various impromptu street meetings were convened
to inform the public of recent developments. Newspaper articles had yet to
be drafted as the news happened at an inconvenient hour -- but everyone needed
to know. Dull-voiced KVW politruks in their red and gold uniforms stood before
crowds forming in parks and midways and read their scripts as loud as they
could over the murmur.


"Comrades
of the Socialist Dominances of Solstice. From the People's Peak to your ears
this is an important announcement. Last night saw the end of the political
deadlock that has been threatening the capital for the past month. The National
Council of the SDS has decided to step down from governance, and have appointed
Daksha Kansal, from whom many of you heard the past week, as Premier of a new
government with a mandate to improve responsiveness and efficient pursuit of
the People's will."


Pauses, to
gauge the crowd. No response. Thus the statement continued. "Premier
Daksha Kansal and the newly-created SIVIRA, the Supreme High Command, will be
handling executive and military matters henceforth. There will be no changes
affecting the self-directed labor of Unions or the economic policies on
Cooperatives. Regional Councils will be subordinate to the SIVIRA on military
matters but will continue to be responsive to the concerns of the People in
this time of war as they have been in the past."


Nodding heads,
glances exchanged, intrigued, curious faces; some confused. Satisfied the
politruks continued their announcements. "Our country is in a desperate
struggle against a vicious enemy, and it will take great heroism to fend off
its heinous attacks. In the coming days, Premier Kansal will interact with the
People and commiserate on what can be done by all of us, the socialist workers,
to prepare for and win the real war that lies ahead. This being said, the
matter is settled. For now, tend to your labors and to yourself --
remember that your work and health represent the work and health of the
nation!"


Across the
city the Politruks delivered their speeches and then stepped down and ambled
out of sight, leaving behind the crowds and ignoring any questions asked.


There was no
great outcry one way or another, no visible social shift to match this
political shift. People simply listened, nodded their heads, and continued
about their day with a prayer for the comrades further south, upon whom Nocht
continued to encroach. For most citizens of Solstice, the words of Daksha
Kansal still resonated, if not entirely the contents then the spirit of them.
Many of them knew this was a necessary step and after her showing on the 45th,
they were eager to see what her governance would bring.


On the 51st of
the Aster's Gloom, Solstice knew of the Supreme High Command; and that news
would be slow to trickle out from the Capital to its embattled children.


 


51-AG-30.
Dbagbo Dominance -- Camp Vijaya


 


Nobody paid the rain any
attention. By now it was simply the state of nature.


Dark adobe-red
mud covered the ground in the clearing. Sparse green spears of grass stretched
from crowns of mud and from murky puddles. Despite the cover of the overgrown
canopy above, rainfall scored the site as if unhindered, each drop marking its
fall on the soft ooze covering the forest floor. Gloomy and wet, the jungle
grew cold.


As the convoy
approached, frogs jumped out of the puddles and scattered away. Their falls
left their own round prints on the muddy ground. Naya watched, downcast.


Karima sounded
a bugle call, perhaps only because she wanted to. As long as she was bugling
she was out in the rain -- Lila held on to the umbrellas in her place instead.


After the
bugle call was done echoing through the forest, everyone made ready.


In a
thoroughly unenthusiastic voice, Chief Ravan announced, "Today, we
are conducting tests on the 76mm KnK-3 gun. Mainly endurance tests. We already
have armor data."


This time
there were few formalities and fewer spectators. Under the unrelenting Dbagbo
rainfall, a paltry few engineers set up the prepared plates. Standing off to
the side, again under an umbrella, Ravan barely seemed to pay attention to the
test.


Inside the
Raktapata's turret, Naya handled one of the 76mm shells. Before her the KnK-3's
mechanisms were much more compact than those belonging to the previous guns,
though the casing bumper connected to the breech ring was closer in than the
length of a shell. This meant she would have to lift the shells up over the
bumper and slide them into the breech. Thankfully each 76mm shell weighed only
6.3 kilograms and had a manageable length.


Naya could
pick it up and put it down easy. She set the shell atop the brass bumper.


Unlike the 85
mm and 100 mm gun, the KnK-3 was not exactly a prototype according to Chief
Ravan. It was ready for manufacture for all intents and purposes and the model
they had was an example of the early production run. Today's test was much more
about how it performed mounted on the Raktapata than about the KnK-3 itself.


One immediate
sore spot was the gunnery sight. It was jammed very close to the side of the
gun, separated by a thin metal bracket. She could accidentally bang her head on
the gun when shooting via the sight. To make matters worse the glass was
lower quality and gave a dimmer, foggier view of the surroundings than the
experimental gunnery scopes on the other guns. Her periscope could not sight
the gun, but it offered a much better view and she would have to rely on it
more strongly to spot enemies from afar.


Before the
test began, she pulled back from the gunnery sight and raised her head to the
periscope, watching the engineers preparing the 80 mm plate at 500 meters.


"Why is
the plate so much closer this time?" Naya asked over the radio.


Chief Ravan
sounded pained in her reply.  "The KnK-3 gun can't do better
than this."


"I
see." Naya said. She remembered that her old 45mm anti-tank gun could not
penetrate any more than 43 mm of armor at 500 meter ranges, and no more than 32
mm of armor at 1000 meter ranges -- and this was taking into account 90 degree
angles that were not always guaranteed. It was enough power for light tanks and
the sides and rear of medium Nochtish tanks, but inadequate against the faces
of most tanks at significant ranges.


Though the 85
mm and 100 mm guns had been able to plow through seemingly any amount of steel
put in their way, the KnK-3 simply could not punch at that weight class.


"Naya,
commence 10-round endurance fire when ready." Captain Rajagopal said.


Naya nodded
her head, entirely to herself. "Acknowledged!"


She picked the
76 mm shell she had been playing with up from the casing bumper, turned it on
its side and loaded it in at an angle until it sat on the feed slide, and punched
it in. Instead of an electrical trigger like the 85 and 100 mm guns, she
instead had a shooting lever. She reached for it, pulled it to open fire,
punched the hot brass off the feeding slide that connected the breech ring and
bumper, and then started to time herself. Grabbing a shell, loading it, and
shooting; this second shot was better representative of the time it took.


Nine seconds.
Not bad, she thought. Was she getting better?


After each
shot a tiny puff of gas escaped from the breech. It was thinner and less
noxious than that of the 85 and 100 mm guns but it was still quite annoying to
her! She also had to manually beat away the brass casing after it ejected and
hit the bumper. Sometimes it fell off by itself, but most of the time it simply
remained on the feeder after firing!


She focused
entirely on the repetitive motions, reaching, sliding, pulling.
She barely looked through her gunnery sight, and did not need to readjust.
Loading and shooting as fast as possible was her number one priority in an endurance
fire. Her fingers hurt, and she felt a distinct pain in her left right shoulder
and flank with each passing round. Her breathing quickened and her arms felt
loose and aching after the 10th round. When the endurance fire was
completed about one and a half minutes had elapsed in total.


Naya raised
her head to the periscope to view her handiwork.


Many of her
shots had stricken the edges of the plate, none of them had hit the dead
center. Of course, the aerodynamics of the 76 mm shell were different and she
hardly accounted for them. It was significantly lighter and shorter, and she
had been told it was made from much cheaper materials than the bigger shells.
She could see chunks of metal embedded in the target plate everywhere, leaving
ugly scars and compromised sections of the armor. There were two dirty
holes with a lot of metal still embedded, but at least indicative of a limited
penetration; but most of the plate was merely banged up and dented after the
onslaught.


Naya turned
her periscope around and saw Chief Ravan rubbing her forehead with her hands in
quiet frustration. This was certainly less impressive than the previous guns.


"Sorry
ma'am!" Naya said through her radio. "I didn't do so well now!"


"Dear,
for the umpteenth time, it is not your fault." Chief Ravan replied.


Chief Ravan
called her engineers and had them take down the busted plate. For the two
penetrations they could not find significant shards even after thoroughly searching
the surroundings with magnets -- it must not have been a very effective
penetration. Perhaps the quality of the shells caused them to ground to dust.
Eventually they put up a second plate, this one thinner and smaller than all
the previous targets.


"Naya,
for this test use five AP shells, drawn from the reserve ammo stowage.
Your target is a 50 mm thick plate at a 60 degree angle at 500
meters." Ravan called out.


Beneath her
there was a long shell basket holding the tank's remaining ammunition. The
racks at her back held only ten shells for quick access during a fight, and the
baskets below and to her left, hugging the wall, could hold a total of fifty
extra shells. However for the day's test only 15 extra shells had been
furnished for the Raktapata's use.


This was
another rate of fire test. After all, a tank would likely have to fight off its
reserve ammo in a heated exchange with a mobile enemy, where it could not
afford to replenish the ready rack. Reaching down to seize a shell would add
time to the firing of the gun.


It might also
inflict on her back some punishment she wasn't sure she could take.


Swallowing
hard, hands shaking, she tried to steel herself for the task ahead. She closed
her hands into fists, sat back in her chair, and focused away from her own
body.


It was tough.
She was aching a little everywhere. She could feel the wear on her,
as if still stretching taut the muscles and tendons in her shoulder,
arms, flank and hips.


"Naya,
commence 5-round endurance fire when ready." Captain Rajagopal said.


Naya breathed
in deep, and she started to time herself. She bent down and to the side, seized
a shell, raised herself back up to her seat with it, angled it into the feeder
slide, loaded it, opened fire. Fifteen seconds. She pushed away the hot brass
with her hand -- her insulated gloves protected her -- and took a quick peek
through her gunnery sight.


She confirmed
a clean penetration on the plate; she started reaching for the next shell.


"Cease
fire and cut the engine now!" Chief Ravan shouted suddenly.


Farwah
complied immediately and the tank grew gradually silent. Naya dropped the shell
back into the basket and painstakingly helped herself up, standing on her
chair, and then on a foothold in the turret wall. She peeked up out of the
turret hatch in the rain. Though persistent, the rainfall was gentle and
relatively sparse compared to the past few days.


It allowed her
to hear the buzzing overhead, beyond the jungle canopy. She looked up in a
panic but could not see anything through the green. Chief Ravan waved her down.


"Naya!
Get back into the turret now! You're safer there!" She shouted.


Naya gestured
behind her, where an AA machine gun was set on a pintle.


"I could
use that to defend us!" She called over the radio, her lips trembling.


"You won't
do any good Naya! Just hunker down and wait for it to pass!


Shaken up,
Naya remained out of the hatch. "Could it be one of our planes?"


"No. Our
planes have no reason to fly over this place!" Chief Ravan said.


Disobeying the
Chief, Naya turned around and seized on the machine gun. It was a Khroda heavy
machine gun slapped on a pintle mount with a box magazine. She scanned around
the canopy through the pop-up metal sight on the machine gun but she could see
nothing but slices of grey sky and the the rain filtering in through
the lush ceiling of the forest.


Chief Ravan
pressed her hands against her face in frustration at Naya.


"Can we
call for air support?" Farwah asked over the radio, still inside the tank.


"We
barely have active planes in Dbagbo. Our airfields close to the border were
bombed early in the invasion and surviving planes were moved to improvised
airfields farther north." Captain Rajagopal said. "Nocht's flights
have only been hindered by the incessant winter rains. They otherwise have near
full command of our skies right now."


"I
suppose their air men must have gotten testy of late." Chief Ravan said.


"Or
they're desperate for intelligence to feed an attack." Captain Rajagopal
replied.


They heard the
buzzing of the engine again, closer overhead. Everyone quieted for several
minutes and stood still. There was no shadow, no way of knowing that the plane
had passed or whether it had them in their sights. They heard the buzzing come
and go beneath the gentle rain but could not divine its direction. It was
moving fast.


Then there was
a shriek on the radio that startled everyone.


"I saw
it! I saw it through the canopy!" Lila shouted.


Naya scanned
around in a panic but the plane did not materialize for her.


"What
kind of plane was it?" Karima demanded.


"Monoplane!
Grey with big propellers!" Lila replied. "Going that way!"


Again Naya
raised her gun, this time with a direction, but again saw nothing. She grit her
teeth, her hands shaking against the gun handles. She felt as if half-alive and
half-dead, as if her body was preparing for the fact that within an instant all
sensation could cease. Though the aching temporarily subsided, her stomach
turned and her muscles locked.


Everyone stared
helplessly up at their invisible assailant, standing near thirty two tons of
armored vehicle that could do nothing to protect them, helmed by a shaking girl
whose thoughts were whipped up into a swirl of panic and recklessness and
self-hate.


Rain dribbled
down the bridge of her nose and her cheeks, masking her tears.


Overhead the
buzzing of the engine grew near.


Everyone took
cover; with a gasp, Naya succumbed and hid back in the turret.


Holding on to
the hatch, she heard a swooping sound.


She grit her
teeth, hands tight on the handle, shaking and shaking.


No machine
guns, no bombs.


Overhead the
buzzing of the engine grew distant.


After several
minutes of silence, everyone inched out of cover.


"Back to
camp while we have the chance!" Chief Ravan shouted.


Leaving behind
the testing plate, the engineers packed up their tools and rushed back into the
Sharabha half-track with Ravan and Rajagopal; Farwah exited the tank, hooked it
quickly to the Tokolosh, and started out of the clearing. Moving so quickly,
everyone forgot Naya inside the turret, but that was fine for her. She was
still crying furiously.


 


52nd of the Aster's Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


Solstice
Dominance -- The 10th Head


Premier Daksha
Kansal left her private car and walked down the street a few meters,
staring sideways at the property across the empty green park as though it was a
suspicious animal that was readying to jump. After a few minutes she turned her
back to it and returned to her car. Her driver advanced to one of the
driveways around the grass and followed it up to the building. As the Premier
and her company rode to the property, she glared at it through the car
window with her chin supported by the back of one hand. She shook her
head.


"What do
you think, Premier?" asked a big man seated across from her.


"It'll
have to do." Kansal said simply.


Palaces and
all they entailed did not sit right with the new Premier.


In 2007 Daksha
Kansal and a few accomplices attacked a radio station in the southern capital
of Bada Aso. She had been sent there to expose the government's corruption.
There was a script, a quick, punchy message that would embolden the
struggling; Kansal hijacked the message in the heat of the moment. She
broadcast her ambitions. Across Ayvarta, for a brief moment, people
contemplated the possibility that one insolent woman at the bottom of the world
could seek after the head of the Emperor and the heads of his family.


What was
intended to be a moderate message of protest, became a declaration of war.


One year
later, the ambition would be realized. The Zaidi would stand in the
bloodstained halls of the Imperial palace having brutally disposed of the
regime.


There was
nothing left of that particular palace anymore.


It had been
destroyed, the land repurposed.


But not all of
the royal estates shared the same fate: one Palace remained. Humble for an
estate, but complete, accessible, and suitable for Kansal's new purpose.


Ironically it
was once the abode of one Pajar Kashlik, the chief provider of impetus for
the project of a nationwide radio infrastructure in the early 2000s.


In Ayvarta it seemed
that the past and future always entwined in eerie ways.


Kansal's car
parked just outside the broad, 24-step concrete stairway leading into the
estate. Two wings with richly decorated facades extended
thirty meters each to the left and right from a grand, gabled
entryway in the center. The Kashlik estate house was only two stories, and it
was much longer than it was wide. Surrounded by trees and shrubbery on
three sides, with an empty green park in front, and situated atop a small hill,
the estate had a commanding view of the sparse northern borough of the capital.
One could see some of the northern wall of Solstice from almost anywhere on the
property.


Despite its
richness, compared to the People's Peak it was a squat, unassuming rectangular
building that anyone could believe served no function but to play host to the
noble excesses of its occupants. It was just the pleasure house of a low Pajar.
Kansal despised large, unnecessary houses. In fact the space made her
distinctly uncomfortable and brought back bad memories. But the People's Peak
was a juicy, obvious target. It was a monument -- it would be targeted and
would be difficult to defend. She needed a hideout.


She needed a
10th Head for her besieged 9-Headed Hydra.


"I hate
the place, but we kept it for just such a thing, so let us use it." She
said.


"At the
moment we can't build something more communist to replace it, comrade Premier;
that is the only reason that I suggested it! It is a property where we can
house the entire SIVIRA staff apparatus and its equipment in relative safety
and comfort."


"Is it
even wired?" Kansal asked skeptically.


"Yes!
That is another reason I suggested it, Comrade Premier, and it is one reason it
was not demolished. Pajar Kashlik had his estate thoroughly modernized by 2008.
He had telephone, he had a personal telegram connection, radio, backup gasoline
power generators. He even had refrigeration -- a giant gas-powered ice room for
storing food! It is the perfect place for our operations. Even as we stomped
flat the other palaces, the Commissariat of Development realized that the
Kashlik estate had too much practical value to destroy."


As much as she
hated the place, her pragmatism was overcoming her bias.


Her car had an
extended rear cabin with two plush seats facing each other. She occupied the
rearmost seat, and across and in front of her was comrade Kamau Mamani.
A tall, hairless man with skin like black diamond, smooth, dark and
glistening in light. His manners were gentle and reserved. He made no movement
that was sudden, and spoke with his hands always on his lap. Daksha appreciated
this. People who gesticulated wildly always made her nervous, though she knew
they had their reasons for those behaviors.


He was her
chosen companion on this business. Mamani had picked out the new location of
the headquarters of the "SIVIRA Of The Supreme
High Command," or SIVIRA. This would be the new national headquarters unit
of the army in the process of unifying -- known as the Sunhera Thalsena or
"The Gold Army" in the Arjun speech. It was variously referred
to in the past two days as both the STS and the Gold Army. The Gold Army had
gone through a few names in the KVW's hasty planning. There was talk of naming
it after the Svechthan Red Army, but a unique name was needed. Hydra Army was
considered as well, but while Kansal found the name personally appealing, they
needed something more universal.


"Gold
Army" had history -- it was an informal name given to the Emperor's
Ten Million Men.


There were
still legends and histories taught to children that referenced it.


Right now,
their army needed to feel like living legends in order to survive.


Thus, Gold
Army it was. "The Ayvartan People's Gold Army."


And this
estate would be The 10th Head, SIVIRA's headquarters.


Kansal walked
through the gabled entryway and into a spacious but empty lobby. It would have
to be furnished with a front desk. Long hallways in either direction led to the
wings, and doors directly ahead led deeper into the building. Recessed
staircases around the corners led to the second floor. It seemed as though
a lot of foot traffic could channel through the building unimpeded -- a
necessary feature in the time to come.


Through a
ground floor door at the end of the lobby, Kansal wandered deeper into the
palace, opening doors and peering inside grand tea rooms and game rooms and
gathering places. All of these could be converted to operational areas. At the
center of the building there was one room of immediate interest, with a long
carpet leading to a desk enclosed on three sides by tall bookcases. Overlooking
the desk there was an animal's head mounted on the wall. Gray with rubbery
skin, large, deep-set eyes and four massive tusks surrounding a fiercely
grinning stub of a snout -- a preserved King Tusker head.


"Remove
that grotesque exhibit from here post-haste. Replace it with my copper
hydra."


Mamani smiled
at her and rubbed his chin. "Chosen your office then, comrade
Premier?"


Daksha
silently acknowledged him by walking up to the sizable mahogany desk, running
her hand over it to trace a line over the surface dust, and taking a seat
in the big chair behind it. She sat with her hands clapped together over the
surface and closed her eyes.


"Yes.
This will be my office. My above-ground office, anyway." She said.


"Splendid.
We shall start accommodating the departments here." Mamani said.


"Right.
You may go, Mamani. When Chakma arrives, send her here if you meet her."


Mamani nodded
his head, saluted, turned and promptly left the room.


Premier Kansal
sat behind the desk for a few minutes after Mamani left the room. She put her
elbows to the wooden surface and held her head in her hands. She steepled her
fingers and stared out across the room, over the carpet, to the door. Nobody
would be soon to arrive -- she stood from the desk and checked the books on the
shelves. To her surprise, Pajar Kashlik had managed to collect all fifty
volumes of the Lubonia Encyclopedic Collection before she had him killed.
A lot of other outdated but valuable scientific, anthropological and zoological
books lined the shelves. The Pajar had managed to make himself into quite
a scholarly man on the backs and purses of the working class people.


Shaking her
head, she left the volumes behind and wandered the estate alone.


Over the next
few hours more of the staff of the new SIVIRA began to arrive in trucks and
half-tracks and liaison cars, finding themselves pointed mostly to empty rooms
at first until more of their equipment caught up with them. Trucks started to
bring desks, chairs, file cabinets, and other necessary office amenities. In
their place, old chairs, leather couches, and king size beds and other
frivolities were hurled out onto the green patio until a use for them could be
found. Daksha had a mind to donate them to youth hostels.


In the middle of
the haphazard furnishing, a KVW gendarme alerted Daksha to the arrival of her
new War Secretary, and she promptly made her way to the green to meet her.


Exiting a
liaison car, a short, golden-skinned woman with her hair in an orderly black
ponytail, pristinely dressed in the KVW black, saluted Premier Kansal.
Daksha nodded to her in return, resisting the urge to salute -- she wasn't
technically in the military anymore as Premier. Standing across from her Chief
Warrant Officer Cadao Chakma had a small smile on her round face, and her
diagonal, folded eyes shone with a color like the sun.


"Comrade
Premier, I'm honored to be of service! When I heard of my appointment, I
immediately set about gathering my proposals. I'm ready to work right
way!" She said. Her voice was charming and bubbly; she sounded like she
was ready to jump up and down.


"Your
initiative is appreciated, Secretary Chakma." Daksha replied.


"Secretary;
I can hardly believe it." Chakma replied, almost as if to herself.


Having
exchanged their pleasantries they walked back to the Premier's new office side
by side. By the time they arrived, the Tusker head had been taken from the
room, and a copper Hydra installed in its place. Looming over Daksha's head as
she sat on the desk, this nine-headed serpent reared back in quiet menace.
Chakma had the full view of the creature from her seat opposite the
Premier. The War Secretary laid various documents on the table.


"You've
expanded your proposals since we last met, I assume?" Daksha asked.


"Indeed!"
Chakma said, clapping her hands together. "I worked very hard!"


Prior to this
post, Cadao had been a staff officer working on training doctrine with the
readiness corps. As the KVW prepared for war in the past few weeks, she caught
Daksha's attention by compiling and submitting a research paper on resources
and organization for rapid remobilization. Like a growing number among the
KVW's troops and staff, her training was not fully complete -- in fact they had
not even begun to give her conditioning. She lacked the red glow in her eyes
because she was not yet even considered for it.


But she had a
vision and at the moment Daksha needed above all else people with vision.


"Alright.
Let's pretend I don't know what you're here for. What have you got?"


"Yes
ma'am! As you can see, I've assembled my organizational proposals for your
consideration." Chakma said cheerfully. "These documents contain an
expanded version of the proposals I previously submitted. Tapping into various
sources, I believe that we can immediately rally six corps worth of troops in
Solstice itself -- around 225,000 men and women in total, from KVW units,
Revolutionary Guards, Police, survivors of the southern battles and Battlegroup
Cadets mostly far along in their training."


"What
about the remaining battlegroups in the north?" Daksha asked suddenly.


"That
might be the one sticking point." Chakma breathed in deep, stuck out her
chest and spoke with greater conviction. "Comrade Premier! This may be
controversial, but I believe it is imperative that these forces remain in place
to guard the territorial integrity of northern Ayvarta against potential
incursions against the rear echelon of the Solstice Dominance. Though we could
sorely use the 400,000 troops in place there, I believe we should tap into only
1/4 of these forces and leave the remainder in case of a naval or aerial threat
to us!"


Daksha felt a
nervous twitch. She suppressed a snap judgment, an urge to reprimand what she
saw as wayward naivety. Certainly it was a daring proposal to make to her,
at this time when they needed as much manpower as possible in the south to
forestall an invasion. Daksha could not fathom why they wouldn't make use of
all their forces.


"I was
led to believe you were submitting a proposal for remobilization." Daksha
said.


Chakma looked
momentarily nervous, but gathered her convictions and continued in the same
forceful tone of voice as before. "Ma'am, I believe we can build a
fully-equipped, thoroughly organized force that will better serve our purposes
than painfully remobilizing, reequipping and reorganizing the northern
defensive battlegroups, which are currently lacking in officers, standardized
training or even a standardized force organization."


"True,"
Daksha said suddenly, nearly interrupting the last part of Chakma's sentence,
"but can Solstice endure the mustering of this force, or will we have an
army without a capital?"


"I can
make no guarantees, only predictions based on good info, ma'am." Chakma
replied. Her forehead glistened in the room's dim light, and she swallowed
hard after speaking.


"Alright,"
Daksha grinned, false sweetness mixed with all too real venom, "I think
you need a break, Secretary Chakma. It is your first day on the job and you are
visibly nervous."


"Ma'am?"
Chakma choked up and sat very stiffly against her chair.


"Fetch
yourself a drink, think things over, and return to continue your
proposal."


Daksha waved
her hand dismissively, picked up a pair of reading glasses from her pocket and
started to look over the document folders. Chakma looked around the room in
confusion, got the hint, and slowly, awkwardly retreated out to the hall. She
left the door half-open, and Daksha could see her shadow out in the hall,
pacing and pacing without aim.


Finally Chakma
returned, and without taking a seat, she saluted the Premier just as stiffly as
she previously sat. Her face was composed; she certainly intended to look serious.


"Ma'am, I
stand by my proposal. I believe that if we withdraw too many forces from the
north we could suffer a surprise attack by Hanwa or Lubon, who are certainly
allies of Nocht and whose intentions in the conflict are not yet fully clear to
us!" Chakma said.


Daksha looked
up from the documents, staring at the new War Secretary over the lenses of her
reading glasses. She crooked an eyebrow at her, and then returned to the
documents as if disinterested. This further rattled the War Secretary, and
though it came from a confrontational place, it represented the most gentle scorn Daksha was capable of.


"That is
true, but you are essentially telling me to withdraw no forces."
She said.


"Untrue
ma'am! My proposal outlines the creation of one more army out of 100,000
forces from the north deploying to Solstice. Thus leaving three armies,
one each guarding the Northwest, North and Northeast! I believe this caution
will pay off in the future!"


"We could
those 400,000 troops in the South to fight against Nocht and stop them from
beheading us here at Solstice. We can raise new troops to defend the North and
East, where we have a better position anyway. Compared to Nocht's forces
225,000 is a paltry number. Do you really believe you can have armies rolling
out this quickly?"


"I
believe by the new year we will have 500,000 defending
Solstice and 1 million on the way, ma'am, if you follow my mustering, training
and organizational doctrine!"


Chakma spoke
up while looking straight forward and over Daksha's head, avoiding eye contact
from the seated Premier. She gesticulated as she grew more nervous and
each rapid and unpredictable movement of her hands corresponded with a nervous,
strained bump in the Premier's weary heart. Daksha pulled off her glasses and
pointed at the War Secretary with them, jabbing them sharply in the air as she
said key words and phrases.


"You are
invested in your plan; so then you are willing to take responsibility for it
should the worst happen? Staffers have a habit of feeling safe playing with the
lives of men and women and cities and farms and other organic things as if
numbers on a chart could wholly represent them. I know this: because I was a
brash idiot organizer once too."


Not exactly
true. Daksha had been a revolutionary organizer, but she had no formal military
experience and could not totally relate to a Cadao Chakma the way she could
relate to a Lena Ulyanova. Everything she knew about war and revolution she
intuited from experience, from success and failure, from the movements of
enemies against her, from the scars on her body and metal still embedded into
her flesh. She never had charts back then. War was an animal instinct to her,
and it was a clean science for Chakma.


Nevertheless,
it appeared that Chakma had unwavering faith in this science. It was perhaps
the same intense faith that Daksha had in her own ferocious instincts.


"I am
willing to take responsibility!" Chakma said. Her voice was growing
strained but there was a fire in her eyes and she stood perfectly still and
straight as she spoke.


Daksha smiled
warmly in return.


This time it
was a genuine smile and accompanied by genuine sentiment.


So genuine it
was that Chakma could see the total change in demeanor, and her stiff pose
slackened in her confusion. Daksha stood up from her chair, took Chakma by the
shoulder, and shook hands with her, the woman looking at her as if she was a
ghost.


"Congratulations
on your promotion to War Secretary, comrade." Premier Kansal said.


Chakma
blinked, and returned the hand shake in earnest. "Thank you ma'am?"


"Come,
sit, and let us discuss the intricacies of your rebuilding plan."


Leading the
woman kindly to her chair, Daksha sat behind the desk with a bubbly expression
on her face that seemed to continually confuse and unsettle her new War
Secretary. As they spoke, Daksha became even more convinced that this was the
proper person, and that her faith in that initial spark she saw in the woman
was not misguided.


 


52-AG-30. Dbagbo Dominance
-- Camp Vijaya


 


Though the sky was characteristically
bleak in color, the rain had momentarily abated.


Camp Vijaya
was lively as could be and took full advantage of the respite. People left
their tarps and tents and worked under the sky (technically under the
camouflage net). Radio operators brought the receivers out on handcarts and
laid back beside them on towels as if sunbathing. Engineers worked on small
parts out in the fresh air, soldering and sanding and treating on tables in the
grass. There was a soon a pungent scent of chemicals and paint swirling through
the camp; but everyone was happy to be free of the rain.


Around noon
there was a small disturbance. People cleared out of the area near the workshop
at the sound of Karima's bugle and at the insistence of Captain Rajagopal.
Small crowds gathered in a circle around the edges of the camp. Once the way
was clear, Chief Ravan had the workshop opened, and stood by with a megaphone
in hand.


"Everyone
ready? Time to begin the Raktapata tactical mobility test!"


Farwah popped
up from the front hatch.


"We're
just driving in circles around the camp."


Chief Ravan
turned the megaphone to his head.


"We will
commence the Raktapata tactical mobility test with an additional and valuable
scientific stipulation -- it is forbidden for Farwah to
speak during the test!"


Naya laughed a
little, standing at the edge of the wood while Chief Ravan shouted at Farwah.
Roaring to life, the Raktapata started its first lap around the workshop, its
engine powering an uncommon torsion bar suspension. Power was transferred to
the drive wheel in the back of the track, and from there the other wheels. It
navigated the terrain at a brisk pace and took corners very easily. She
watched it speed up, more gracefully than she would have thought a vehicle of
that size capable of. Somehow she had expected the vehicle to move much more
stiffly, but it turned and zig-zagged quite smoothly for a tank.


Sadly the
spectacle would be short for Naya. She had somewhere to go today.


Nevertheless
she continued to steal glances as she made her way. Walking along the
outskirts of the camp to stay out of the tank's path, Naya followed Isa to the
back, where he climbed into the Sharabha half-track and cheerfully waved her to
the passenger seat. She climbed on beside him and settled on the stiff
cushion atop the rigid metal seat.


"Where
are we going exactly?" Naya asked. She had been given very little in the
way of instructions for the day. Previously she thought she would have no
chores on the 52nd.


"Chanda.
We're going to pick up sundries for the camp from the supply dump." Isa
said.


"Hmm? Sundries?
What kind of goods are talking about here?"


Isa smiled.
"Towels, soap, herb shampoo, kitchen and bath paper, razors, brushes,
deodorants, anti-fungals and other hygiene products like that; we can't run on
food alone, you know! A whole camp full of gearheads goes through these things
very quickly!"


Naya nodded.
"I noticed. Hard to scrub your face three times a day just with
water."


"Too
true. We'll be bringing back a lot hopefully, so help me carry the crates,
ok?"


Isa hit the
starter, and the Sharabha whined awake. Avoiding the Raktapata as it lapped
around the camp, the half-track slipped out of the camp and through the jungle,
down a path that Naya had not trod on for over a week now. She suspected that
the real reason for this trip was that Chief Ravan and Captain Rajagopal had
noticed her flagging condition and decided to get her out of the camp for a
breather. Other people came and went to Chanda on errands just to get a
breather. Naya was not enthusiastic about returning to Chanda for any length of
time. She liked the camp well enough. But orders were orders.


The Sharabha
was much faster than the Tokolosh, quickly reaching a speedy 60 km/h even on
the meadow. After leaving the forest Naya raised her eyes reflexively to
the sky, and she looked out for airplanes. She had two too many encounters with
Nocht's damnable Luftlotte in her life and she did not need another. However
the skies were clear of planes and though partly cloudy the weather was
agreeable. Chanda was soon in sight and without incident. Isa drove the
Sharabha up a steep grassy slope north of the school and followed it into the
sports field, reducing his speed. They were among civilians and had to be
careful.


Naya saw
children out on the field near them, playing, gathering around teachers--


She sat
up against the back of the seat, avoiding the window at her side.


"Something
wrong?" Isa asked, turning the wheel to steer the Half-Track to the
depot.


"Nothing.
Just don't want to seem like I'm goggling anyone." Naya replied.


Isa looked skeptical,
shook his head, and parked the half-track beside a big tin warehouse that had
been set up near the track and field in order to house army supplies.


"You
know, you're a real weird gal sometimes, Naya." He said. He was
smiling.


Naya smiled
back, in a cutesy, deflecting sort of way.


She had seen
Aarya out on the field, and an awkward instinct overcame her.


Inside the tin
warehouse, a tall, plump young woman was hard at work unpacking many syringes
from small wooden boxes packed with foam rubber sheets and sand. She had her
black hair bunched up behind her head, pinned with a wooden hair clamp.
When she turned to meet them her round, dark brown face was dusty from the
packing sand, and she wiped herself with a towel before reaching out a hand and
vigorously shaking with Naya and Isa.


"Hujambo!
I'm Sharna. You're the folks from the forest, right?" She said happily.


"Sounds
like us!" Isa replied. "Can you help us find the sundries we
requested?"


"I'll do
ya one better!" Sharna pointed over her shoulder at a corner of the room.
There was a stack of seven or eight crates of varying sizes there, labeled
"FOR CAMP V."


"Mighty
kind of you!" Isa said. "Naya, please get started on those
crates."


Naya looked at
him critically. Had he just brought her here so he could be lazy?


Isa seemed to
catch on to her silent accusation. "I have to fill out some records!"


"Yeah
you'd better have to, you sloth!" Naya grumbled. Sharna snickered.


"Here,
I'll help you. Better than unpacking individual spirits-damned syringes!"


Sharna stacked
two large crates together and hefted them easily. Naya watched in awe as she
casually left the warehouse with them. She struggled to pick a crate up
and follow. When she lifted her own box she felt like a penguin waddling
under the weight.


Out behind the
Sharabha, Sharna pulled down the ramp and pushed her crates into the back,
securing them with the ropes on the benches. She stretched out her hands
to Naya and generously took her crate in too, setting it down on the benches
with the rest. Naya bent down, holding on to her knees, breathing heavily, sweat dripping from her forehead. When did she get this
weak? She used to be able to carry things like this so easily. Now her lower
back and her hips protested from walking thirty meters with a box.


"Listen,
I can carry the rest." Sharna said. She had a big smile on her face.
"Just leave it to me alright? I don't want to see a comrade put
herself out of sorts for a crate of soap."


Naya felt a
bit annoyed, like she didn't want the sympathy. But she suppressed the bad
thoughts and smiled back. "Is it because it's better than unwrapping
individual syringes?"


Sharna's eyes
glanced off to one side and she whistled a little. "Maybe it is."


She walked down
the ramp. Naya started back to the warehouse, but stopped when she saw Sharna
staring out into the field suddenly, and heard a voice calling out to her.


"Hujambo,
Sharna! I see you're busy, but can you spare a few towels from--"


Naya froze up
at the sound of the voice. It traveled down her spine like a surge of
electricity. She tried to slouch, hands in her pockets, shoulders raised over
her neck, head down; she tried to make herself smaller, less noticeable. She
kept her back turned to the two of them, and moved millimeter by
millimeter, trying to inch away from the field.


"Eh? What
do you need them for? How have you run out this quickly?" Sharna said.


His voice
sounded deeper, stronger, more confident than she
remembered it. She hated everything about it and hated how it had changed
more. "We've got some sick kids, just little colds, but they're
contagious. It's not fair other kids get to play in the field and they don't so
I want to get them cleaned up, give them some towels and take them--"


Naya felt the
pause, palpably. It was in the air. She felt it like a dart hitting her
shoulder.


In that
interminable second she prayed a thousand times not to hear the word--


"Naya?
Naya Oueddai? Is that you over there?"


She grit her
teeth.


From her
slouching, sneaking stance, she turned her head a little over her shoulder,
trying to appear disinterested. But then the sight of him drew too genuine a
shock from her.


She remembered
Darshan as a lanky teenage boy, too-tall in his ill fitting track shirt and
shorts, long-legged, tough in a wiry way, sort of like she had been at his age.
He had grown into himself. His chest was broader, his shoulders too. Even in a
dress shirt and tie, in plain brown pants, she could see thickness to him
she didn't before. He had cut his hair closer and neater, his face smooth and
clean cut without his thin mustache and beard. As a kid he had been cute
perhaps, but he was infuriatingly handsome now.


"You know
each other?" Sharna said, clearing the dead air. She remained
unacknowledged.


Darshan approached
a few steps, and his face brightened up. He raised his hands to his head and
laughed a little, and he spread his arms as if he wanted to embrace her.


"Naya,
spirits bless you, it's been so long! It's been years! Gods alive."


Naya turned
fully around. There was no helping it anymore.


"Six
years or so?" Naya said, grinning a little, keeping her distance.


"I've
lost count; I never counted! You just vanished one day. Does Aarya know you're
around? Gods she'll be so happy to see you! Listen, she was right around here a
minute ago--"


Naya raised
her hands defensively. "No, no, no. I'm busy right now, sorry
Darshan."


Her eyes kept
honing in on the ring around his finger. She found it hard to stand in place.
Some part of her wanted to run away and hide somewhere; another just wanted to
tackle him down and crush his goddamned face. He didn't deserve that, she knew
it, but it would have felt so good to have finally broken these awful
ties once and for all--


"Yeah,
she's kind of got a job to do. You two can catch up some other time, this is
urgent." Sharna interrupted. Thank the Spirits for her. Naya nodded her
head vigorously.


Darshan smiled
kindly, a bit bashfully. It was a sudden, burning flash of the boy Naya had
known once, scratching his hair as though something had hit him in the head,
laughing self-effacingly and responding in a subdued tone of voice. It was the
same voice that he had used when he confided in Naya that he was very fond of Aarya
Balarayu.


"I'm
sorry to bother you, Naya! You know I'm just so happy to see you. It's great
that you're working hard for the army. We civilians owe you a lot these
days." Darshan said.


"Yeah."
Naya said, simply, awkwardly. She had to force it out of her tongue. Just one
syllable, but it felt like such a burden to say. It had been years! What did
two people in this situation tell each other? Particularly when one wanted
again to be gone?


But Darshan
simply didn't know malice. He smiled again like a little kid.


"Me and Aarya are both working as teachers here. I'll tell
her you're around, maybe we can meet up tomorrow, circumstances permitting.
Spirits bless you." He clapped his hands together in front of his face and
bowed his head to her in reverence.


Naya waved her
hand stiffly and nervously at him in response.


Still smiling,
Darshan departed to the field. As he left, Isa exited the warehouse with a
crate, upon which rested a carbon copy of the supply corps documentation he was
filling out.


"Never in
a million years would I have thought a crate of towels could be this
heavy!" Isa protested, waddling up to the ramp with the crate in hand.
Sharna plucked it from his grip and set it easily down on the benches with the
rest while Naya stood around.


Sharna
tactfully said nothing while they loaded the rest of the crates. When
everything was loaded and it was time to leave, she gave Naya a wan little
smile and wiggled her fingers while waving at her. Naya waved back and then
rubbed her shoulders while she waited in her seat, trying to pat down the
aching tendons. Isa took his seat on the other side of the half-track, Sharna
secured the ramp, and the Sharabha started up anew.


Under the
engine whine, Isa turned to Naya with a cheerful expression.


"Do you
want to stick around longer, maybe get a breath of meadow air?" He asked.


Naya shook her
head. Isa looked briefly downcast and turned back to the wheel.


He sighed.
"I'm sorry Naya, I thought a little exercise outside the camp would make
you feel better and I asked the Chief to send you along. It was presumptuous of
me."


"It's
fine. Thanks for caring." Naya replied. She stared down at her own shoes.


"I really
want to make things right. I know I messed up the other day--"


"It's not
your fault, I told you. My back's been that bad for years."


"Has
it?" Isa looked at her with surprise. She shouldn't have said that.


"It's on
and off. It'll be ok. It happens to the best of us." Naya said.


For once he
seemed to divine her feelings from her tone and said nothing more.


On the drive
back, she felt quite stupid about everything. She felt terrible, avoiding her
old friends like that. Aarya and Darshan had been so good to her. They deserved
better than this behavior. After her parents separated she left to
join Battlegroup Rhino and disappeared for years without word to them. Now she
was suddenly back, and she saw explicitly in Darshan's face how awestruck,
how happy, how relieved he was to see her. To break
that up so she could load crates was nonsense. He must have known it was
nonsense. He must know now that she was trying to avoid confronting them. He
must have some inkling of her feelings.


Any
confrontation with them meant a confrontation with herself that she didn't
want.


She felt sick
of herself; framing it as "confrontation" made her feel even more
foolish.


"Isa,
what would civilians know of the current situation on the front, huh?" She
asked.


Driving down
the meadow toward the forest, Isa turned his head to her briefly.


"Well,
they wouldn't really know much. We tell them to evacuate, they evacuate, otherwise they don't have to know what the army is doing
explicitly." He replied. "It would only cause undue panic for them to
hear that the offensive is going badly and at the moment we're still processing
how to get as many people away safely as we can."


Naya started
to tear up. So they definitely thought that they might get to speak with her
soon, that it was just any other day for them and they could spend it
peacefully with a friend.


Isa was still
staring. "Naya, what happened? I know something happened."


"Nothing.
It's fine." Naya replied. Her face was rigid, contorted into a fake smile
while the tears streamed down her cheeks. She still thought she could run away
from everything.


Isa shook
his head. "There's only so many times I can respond with 'if you say
so.'"


"Find
synonyms then." She said bitterly. Isa looked on at the meadow without
reply.


The rest of
the ride was quiet; the rest of her day in camp, equally, painfully so.


 


52-AG-30. Dbagbo Dominance
-- Silb, 8th PzD HQ


 


Noel ambled confidently into the war
room, running his hands gently through his hair. A few heads turned at his
arrival, most unfriendly; nevertheless he took his place around the central
table, upon which the map of Dbagbo was stretched, its surface cluttered by an
array of formation chits and pins with all the last known positions of ally and
enemy alike.


He was
fashionably late for the strategy meeting, having had to wash and powder his
face, brush his hair and freshen it with various care products and don a fresh
uniform.


All of the
grungy men around the room looked varying levels of upset with this.


Noel certainly
could have fixed himself faster -- he had applied more makeup, done his
hair up fancier and dressed in ornate clothing under worse conditions than
this. He took his time because he wanted to enjoy himself.
For him, prettying up was a pleasure.


Besides which
none of them received a hygiene ration up to the level of a female chief of
signals or medicine or a corps adjutant, like he did. What the heck did they know?


"Listen,
it takes a little time to get all of this," he touched his fingers to his
cheek, pressing them on the soft skin with a cute smile, and then lifting
them suddenly to flip his hair in a flamboyant gesture, "up to a standard
befitting a photogenic young lad like myself."


Eyes blinked incessantly
across the room. Signals Officer Schicksal cleared her throat to disperse the
silence. She was looking a bit more comely than usual herself, with her hair
pinned up in a professional-looking bun and a dab of glossy red lipstick on her
lips.


"Anyway,"
she said, "we're all here now, so let us go over the plan
definitively."


Dreschner
raised his head from the table and his eyes from the map, and he scanned the
room as if for the first time noticing the crowd building around him. Noel
spotted Reiniger pouting in a corner and Spoor meditatively in another, but the
HQ building was crammed with lower level officers as well. A few battalion
commanders were present. There were Captains and Majors of key units looking
over the map and awaiting orders.


"Yes,"
Dreschner said, perhaps slowly returning from the world of strategy and prying
from somewhere in himself a translation of its contents for human consumption.


He cleared his
own throat, withdrew an extendable stick, fidgeted with it for a moment, and
then tapped the stick on the map between two spots: Shebelle and the Sandari.


"This is
the situation. Though the surprise Ayvartan Sandari offensive slowed us
down temporarily, the bulk of our forces are now clear of the river, and we
have by stroke of luck three full infantry divisions ready to lunge against the
main Ayvartan defenses. Shebelle is a humble city, but," he tapped on the
map marker for the city once again, "it is a fortified zone. To even enter
we must breach a horseshoe line of pillboxes, trenches, and tunnels
built on rough or roughened terrain.
Who knows what lurks past it? But the pillboxes are not our immediate
responsibility. Instead, our infantry will attack the defenses outside Shebelle
with limited Panzer support to draw the enemy's attention and keep them pinned
down."


Dreschner's
stick seized and slid up the 10th Panzergrenadier Regiment and the 8th Panzer
Regiment. "Our mission is to serve as the eastern pincer of an
encircling maneuver against Shebelle. The 8th Regiment and the 10th Regiment
will attack along the eastern flank of the Shebelle defensive line, but this
movement will be largely a feint, maneuvering up the defenses like a
stepladder. Once the defenders hunker down in their positions to engage us, we
will suddenly break away from Shebelle and sweep north to Benghu and
capture the town there. Then we will speed westward to link with the
other half of the pincer formed by the 10th Panzer Division, whose mission to
take Gollaproulu mirrors our own."


On the map,
the General arranged the forces at play, such that the Panzer Divisions formed
a pair of long arms around the back of Shebelle. "In so doing, we will cut
off Shebelle from supply and encircle several Ayvartan divisions. Initially our
position will be tenuous. The 10th and 15th Division will be working together
-- they have suffered more damage than us and need each other's support. We
will be depending on the arrival of the Kaiserin Trueday Division
formed of Nochtish Ayvartans and defectors. I can't vouch for their reliability,
but they'll at least reduce the frontage we'll need to defend ourselves."


"Until
then, we will rely on a few combat multipliers, supplied by our Panzer aces
like Captain Skoniec, as well as the new machines that our engineers are
preparing. We expect the capitulation of Shebelle, and thus the defeat of
Dbagbo, by the 1st of the Frost."


Dreschner
gestured toward Noel and Noel smiled prettily around the room as if hoping to
solicit applause. He received none, but he continued to smile just to spite
them all.


"Any
questions?" Dreschner said. There was a slight hint of weariness to his
voice, as though he did not actually want to answer any questions, but it was
not the kind of menace that commanders in the old Weiss battalion
had shown Noel in similar settings.


Noel raised
his hands up in the air, hopping up and down in place.


Dreschner
sighed heavily and pointed him out. "Yes, Captain Skoniec?"


"All due
respect given, sir, but why not avoid the Shebelle defenses entirely? Instead
of leapfrogging across the sights of a bunch of pillboxes, where we'll lose a
lot of tanks--"


Dreschner cut
him off quickly. "Flank protection, Captain. Should the entire division
rush to Benghu and past the enemy, what stops the enemy from pursuing us and
threatening our salient? Furthermore I believe our losses maneuvering around
the outskirts of the Ayvartan defense will be minimal. We will not launch a
full scale attack against them. We will have a battalion or two attack from
range to scare them while everyone else advances."


Noel was not
satisfied with this, but he continued to smile. So far the Ayvartans had not
been a threat to them in maneuver warfare, but they had been
punishing opponents when properly dug-in. His old Weiss battalion
had felt the sting of a proper Ayvartan defense many times. They were masters
of making hell-maws out of shellholes.


Though risky,
perhaps reckless, forcing them to run out and then sweeping back to destroy
them denied them prepared ground for a fight. But this was clearly not
negotiable.


"Yes sir!
Thank you sir!" Noel said in a bubbly voice. He saluted in
resignation.


It was
Dreschner's call and he'd deal with the caskets in the end.


* * *


Following a
strict information control and anti-surveillance policy, the 8th PzD
Headquarters at Silb shut off all lights and cut all high level communications
at 2000 hours. Nobody would call the Divisional HQ after that. In case of
a tactical emergency, Regiment HQs closer to the front would be contacted
first, and expected to handle the situation themselves.


Schicksal
should have long ago joined the camp's sleeping ranks by 2300 hours. Instead
she stood in the middle of the little house given to her for personal use and
waited in the dark. A string of very long days fueled by very poor meals
the past week had left her so little time for herself that she was too
stressed to simply lay down and pass away the hours.


Some days she
just paced indoors, but she was starting to get into the habit of going
out at night and into the woods until around 0200. Then after catching
five hours of sleep or so she would jolt herself awake with caffeine and a
stimulant pill. Yesterday she had escaped the curfew and smoked a few
cigarettes under a tree, shielded from a light evening drizzle.


Tonight was
surprisingly dry, and as such gave her a unique opportunity. She withdrew an
electric torch and prepared bag, then snuck out of the house and into the
forest.


There was one
particular tree she had found about 500 meters from the camp that possessed a
sizable knothole into which she could curl up for cover. Two thick roots
stretched down the sides of the hole like arms open to an embrace. Protected in
this little place, she set down her bag, opened it and produced from it a
one liter, brown glass bottle of white wine from the Officer Special Ration;
and a roll of pulp fiction magazines.


After
removing the stopper and passing a cloth over the bottle's mouth to clean
off dust and bag lint, she raised it to her lips and tasted the contents right
out of the bottle.


It tasted quite
sweet but with a bit of a sharp sting hidden beneath. Sort of like her.


Bottle in one
hand, she spread open a book on her lap; torch in the other, she started to
read in the dark about Johannes Jager's epic battle against a communist
airship.


Alcohol seemed
to make the letters blur on the page. Somehow she found them more pleasing that
way. Her mind was more pliable, and she could imagine the situations in the
story more easily. She felt herself get swept up as Jager shot a hook at
the back of the airship hull and stowed away; she felt each bonecrushing hit as
Jager took on The World's Tallest Svechthan, struggling via fisticuffs for
control of the communist vessel--


She felt a
murmur building up around her, a bit of laughing, the rustling of leaves.


"Slow
down! I'm tired. I spent all day on maintenance."


"Well,
well; that's what this trip is about! You need maintenance yourself."


Was it the
liquor tricking her senses? Was she this drunk already?


Schicksal set
down the bottle and book, and stood up from her little nook. She crept around
the side of the tree, staring off into the dark, and saw two figures in the
distance. One had a lighter, flicking it on and off to create an intermittent
bursting of light. Both were well-dressed in uniform. She recognized the
bouncy blond hair on one -- it was Noel. And the boy with him looked like his
driver. Ivan, was it? Her head hurt.


She watched
them frolic for a bit and sit down together near a tree. They produced a little
candle lamp, lit the wick, and left it to flicker near them on the ground.
Noel rested his head on Ivan's chest, and Ivan stroked his hair gently,
lifting up the long tufts.


"We
sortie tomorrow right? What do you think of the General's plan?"
Ivan said.


"Eh. It's
ok. I don't really care to attack infantry. It feels like bullying." Noel
said.


Ivan laughed.
"Well, you are kind of a bully sometimes to be brutally honest,
Noel."


"Aww,
c'mon, that's not fair. I do it gently, gently." He rubbed his head
against Ivan's chest, laughing haughtily in response. Ivan wrapped his arms
around Noel's shoulders.


"I wish
we could just go back to Nocht sometimes." Ivan said. "You and
me."


Noel sighed
loudly. "I thrive in chaos. I've found it makes people overlook
things."


"I've got
nothing back there either. I just wish I did; or that I could, with you."


"I
literally came off the street, you know. I'd only go back to that if I
returned."


"I know.
I'm sorry. I would get you a place, Noel. I'd do anything for it."


Noel looked up
from Ivan's lap and pulled him into a deep kiss.


Schicksal
blinked blearily. She felt her head throb. She was clearly drunk.


Once their
lips separated, Noel pulled Ivan down to the floor and loomed over him.


"Forget
about that, Sergeant. It's time I gave you a bit of maintenance."


"Engine's
ready for inspection, Captain." Ivan mischievously replied.


Schicksal
heard the tinkling of a belt buckle.


She saw
Noel's head dip in against Ivan's waist and rise up again in a slow, gentle
rhythm.


Ivan laid
back, mouth hanging.


Their shadows
entwined against the light from the lamp.


Sharp intakes
of breath punctuated their embrace.


Schicksal
raised her hands to her head, rubbing her temples in confusion.


She was very
clearly drunk. She sank back behind her tree, picked up the magazine,
and tried to ignore the array of noises that her head was fabricating to
distract her.


 


53rd of the Aster's Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


Dbagbo
Dominance -- Camp Vijaya


Naya
volunteered for the radio tent chores and successfully wormed her way to the
top of the list by virtue of false enthusiasm and an utter lack of competition.
As such she got to while away the hours listening in to idle chatter, staring
at the encryption machine, reading a booklet on code procedures, and being
alone. After the past few days, it was an improvement. Her head seemed, for the
moment, all out of nasty words for her.


Around noon,
the teleprinting message machine started to act up. At first, Naya thought
it was broken, because it made a sound like a Needlemaw's thousand gnashing teeth
crushing the entire skeleton of a small forest mammal. But then after several
minutes of crunching, it didn't spit out all of its internal machinery, and
instead put out a paper.


Naya stared at
it for a moment before producing her code booklet and going to work.


Minutes later,
feeling considerably worse for the effort, Naya ran out of the tent.


Benghu was
under attack and everyone at Chanda was suddenly in danger.


Aarya was
suddenly in danger.




 


 


















26. The Queen Crowned In
Tukino


 


40th of the Aster's Gloom, 2030
D.C.E


Adjar Dominance -- City of Dori Dobo,
Oberkommando Suden


Dori Dobo didn't have an airfield.
Dori Dobo didn't have a lot of things. A small, flat city on a parched
patch of land a few kilometers inland from Ayvarta's southwestern coast, Dori Dobo
had always been a minor grain transport hub. Had there been anything left of
the city of Bada Aso, Dori Dobo would be militarily irrelevant to the invasion.


Dreschner didn't see much of Dori Dobo
itself while he was there.


There was not much to see, he had been
told.


He tried desperately not to think of
the things he did see, however.


He tried not to think of the burnt-out
field of crops flattened for his liaison plane to make its crude, uncomfortable
landing. He tried not to think of whether the Ayvartans had burnt it or whether
the OKS had burned it. He tried not to think of the reasons either
party might have for the act. He tried not to think of those who would be
hurt by it.


He tried not to think of the lavish
Nochtish car parked in the burnt field, that had been shipped from the
Fatherland to ferry him; nor of the fleet of such cars brought from the
Fatherland to transport him and other powerful officers, hidden in the
backseats by tinted windows so they couldn't be seen (and in turn so
they couldn't see).


It was difficult to ignore the scene,
because the car was so ostentatious.


Dreschner had expected a truck or
tank, but his liaison car instead had a perfect, sleek black body, a front
grille like a maw, triple headlights. This was not an army vehicle. This
was a luxury car that was bought because money was promised to be spent.


Bitterly he found himself thinking.
Thinking that these things had been brought here on the same ships that held
his men (and women, like her,) in cramped holding
compartments like animals. Parts for them, people to drive them and clean
them and shine them, services, all of that was brought here
expeditiously; while his men (and Schicksal) had inadequate
food and medicine at the front, stuck wading through mud to fight this war.


He flew in a plane with leather seats
and food service, and arrived on a trampled field of wheat in order to be
driven to a villa in a luxury car brought by ship to a war zone. He tried not
to think about how farcical that was, especially in light of the dreary,
distant background to it all -- Dori Dobo's blocks of spread-out old
clay brick and wood buildings.


And this was only the beginning of the
experience. Not only was this car here; this car had been brought to
this land to drive him past bread lines where downcast Ayvartan men and
women lined up to receive the food that they had once been taught it was their
right to have. Now under the martial law of the Oberkommando Suden, services continued
"temporarily" -- until work could be reestablished, until their wages
could be paid so they could buy their food from the new
government, whenever that appeared, whatever that was. Crowds added a lot of
color to the urban desolation: purple, yellow and green robes and tunics
and sari, blue overalls, brown skin--


Against his better judgment
he pulled down the tinted window to see what was holding up the traffic,
and he saw; a vibrant mass of humanity stretching out into street, dressed in
every color, hair long and short, skin light and dark, eyes weary and irate and
elated, alone, with family, with children, seeking food.


He saw the men and women and children
lining up in front of a building where they had always, perhaps, lined up
before to eat (maybe in the past there wasn't even a line, maybe it was more
efficient than that). Maybe a hundred or few hundred. Thankfully for the
overburdened OKS and the population both, Dori Dobo's rural throngs had
somewhat thinned since the invasion. A lot of them had fled. (Perhaps a lot of
them had died.) (He didn't want to--)


He tried not think about how, as he
was driven slowly past the converging masses of this humanity, he saw how the
bread line was suddenly broken up by the masked 6th OKS Security
Division because it had just formed, impromptu, in front of a
former Civil Canteen, without anyone actually there with authority to hand out
any food. Loudspeakers (and the occasional swinging truncheons) informed them
of the specified locations and times where food was handed to civilians,
once a day. Highest rations would be awarded to laborers, and to
"cooperative" civilians (spies and sympathizers).


Dreschner closed the window of his
luxury car and tried with great difficulty not to think about how he was 22
days into this war and how he was already trying not to think and see and feel,
but it kept intruding upon him. Perhaps as it well should.


He shook his head and raised his hands
to his pounding temples.


He told himself that these
were the things politicians thought about and resolved; that right now it
was his place in life just to fight. He had come here for glory, for power, for
the immortality sought after by men whose names time and preoccupation had
taken from him. He had come here for those stolen dreams that had become his
own. Perhaps after the fact and within the system, once he had the authority he
wanted, he could do better.


Before long he was out of the streets
and in front of a large villa that was once the office of the Dori Dobo
regional council; and long before that, the rural palace of the Dobo Thakur,
from whom these lands would've been taken by Nochtish hands for his womanizing,
drunkard, gambling ways. His people, Dreschner's people, had been those who
furnished the means for these vices and would have kept doing so, had the
revolution not cut him short. That was part of the bitterness Nocht
held toward Ayvarta -- that lost opportunity.


The Oberkommando Suden was the new
Thakur; they had very similar plans as he for these lands, under the auspice of
the (very distant) Empress Mary Trueday.


Dreschner's car stopped outside
of a green park bisected by a cobblestone path through raised garden
beds surrounding a large statue of a nine-headed snake. His bodyguards
stared at it as they guided him to the front door. Whimsy and humor, it seemed,
was all that spared this particular symbol of communism from the
occupier's demolition charges.


Beyond the statue the villa was large
and colorful, with hipped ceilings and gabled balconies, all red brick, large
enough to dominate the background. Dreschner followed the stones to the lobby.
There was a lot of chatter coming from behind closed doors, but the halls and
the reception were empty save for a pair of gendarmes from the security
division, wearing their masks. A young woman was there to greet him, however,
and she guided him upstairs.


"Has the Field Marshal
arrived yet?" Dreschner asked her.


She barely turned her head over her
shoulder to look at him.


"He is not yet available sir.
Colonel General Ferdinand will greet you."


They stopped in front of a nondescript
door on the second floor, looking like any other. She opened this door, bowed
her head and gestured into the room like a butler. Dreschner nodded his head
and took a few steps inside. It was less an office and more a cozy tea room.
There were two couches and a coffee table in the center. There was a window out
to a humble field of sunflowers behind the building -- and to the city
surrounding the square.


On one of the couches lounged
Colonel General Ferdinand, an older gentleman, long-faced, thin as a
beanstalk, with a prominent nose and sideburns that connected to
his beard and mustache in an extravagant old style.
He looked like something out of a painting, monocle and all, outfitted in the
army dress uniform with its high collar, button-down jacket with ceremonial
chains, trousers tucked into boots, chest bedecked with honors. This was a man
who was not letting the style of the Unification War die out.


"Brigadier Dreschner, come in and
make yourself comfortable."


Dreschner removed his cap and sat
opposite the Colonel General, who remained quite comfortable with his arms
spread across the couch backrest, his legs on the coffee table. He groaned a
little as he sat straighter up to face Dreschner.


"You look stiff." He said.
He waved his hand dismissively as though it would magically cause Dreschner to
relax. "You ought to loosen that back while you're still young. Take at
least that piece of advice from this old man. I know something about backs."


Dreschner felt compelled to look more
relaxed, but was at a loss for how to accomplish this. He put his hands on the
couch. That was as much as he could for his pose.


Major General Ferdinand overlooked it.
"I realize you were called here in a great hurry, but I wanted to take
some time out to speak with you. We will be holding more important meetings
soon; before that Dreschner, I wanted to meet with you and talk, not as one of
the staff officers of the Oberkommando, but man to man."


He clapped his hands together,
and rested his chin on them, leaning out as if appraising Dreschner. As
much as it irked him, the Brigadier tried not to look offput by the gesture.


"I appreciate the arrangement,
Colonel General." Dreschner said. He could have been humble or arrogant,
and perhaps a younger Dreschner might have done so. He might have tried to lead
him in with 'I am but a simple Brigadier' or remarked 'I must assume you've
heard of my victories.' But he felt a touch irritated and did not want to
socialize or puff himself up. He had come to work, and he wanted to return
quickly to his forces, fighting without him for the first time since the start
of the campaign.


This seemed an unnecessary
diversion to assuage an old man's ego. Maybe he would even tell silly war
stories! A total waste of time; he felt he should spare only the most
passing words for the Colonel General, hoping to leave grossvater behind
soon.


Curt words followed by silence did not
seem to bother the old man. For his part, the Colonel General smiled and leaned
back again, as if he was done observing Dreschner. He lounged, stretching his
arms, raising his shiny boots to the table. He cracked a grin.


"Dreschner, you will soon
make Major General." He said abruptly.


Dreschner blinked. His brows drew closer.
He did not want to ask the Colonel General to repeat himself. That would have
been too dramatic an act. But he felt that he had heard ephemeral words, and he
needed them reasserted.


"Don't take that as formal
announcement just yet," Ferdinand carried on after a moment more of
Dreschner's stunned silence. "But I am dead set on it, my good man."


He had heard correctly. Ferdinand
wanted him promoted from Brigadier.


In any circumstance but this, a
promotion might have been joyous, but Dreschner knew he had not earned such an
honor. Knyskna had not been the bold excursion he had wanted. It was seen as a
victory, but not a glorious one. Certainly not one that added an extra star on
a General. Perhaps it was the circumstances -- Von Sturm had fallen from
grace, after all. Dreschner's tried his best to retain his composure, but his
mind was racing.


"Are you surprised,
General?" Ferdinand asked, cocking a little grin.


"Promotions in the army are
always unexpected, by design." Dreschner replied. He let himself sound a
little clever and a little more open to try to deflect his doubts, but he was
still cautious. He did not yet want to say anything definitive, to accept
any particular fact.


"I've become familiar with your
work and I must say, I am impressed. I think you should be leading 600 tanks,
not 200. You have the warring spark of Ziu." Ferdinand
replied.


"Thank you sir. Your
confidence is inspiring." Dreschner said. His response was simple and
mechanical. Ferdinand operated in a different world than he did. Dreschner was
old and experienced enough to be wary of this. He had to be careful.


In the Oberkommando, the High Command,
actions and words were not mere combat strategy, but political and economic in
nature. Ferdinand had aspirations beyond the next point on the Heer's Ayvartan
map. He couldn't directly ask him what the catch was. But there was certainly a
catch and he had to ferret it out somehow.


Men like Colonel General Ferdinand
didn't stake their reputations for men like Dreschner just for
personal merits, but for their long-term utility to their
causes.


"Our Field Marshal, Dietrich Haus
won his own fame through high risk, high reward operations that demanded a
willingness to sacrifice. I see in you what the masses saw in Haus, and I have
come to personally support your efforts and ultimately, to oversee the
formalities of your ascension in rank."


Ferdinand spoke casually and grandly,
raising his tone near the end.


"I am flattered by the
comparison." Dreschner said. "I can only hope to keep diligently leading
the 8th division to victory with all the tools at my disposal."


"Dreschner, I see the 8th Panzer
Division as a potential part of a 2nd Vorkampfer."
Ferdinand continued. "Particularly now that the 1st Vorkampfer has
been regrettably lost in Adjar. You certainly have the abilities of an elite.
To that end, I want to give you the power to carry out the operations that
you desire. Have you ever heard of the Wa Prüf 6?"


Dreschner tipped his head lightly
forward to nod. What was this about?


"Panzer development." He
said. Wa Prüf 6 developed new tanks.


The Colonel General smiled and drummed
his fingers against the couch.


"You are correct, Brigadier. They
are a government funded project from General Auto's Maschinefabrik;
right now they are locked in a struggle with Standard Aviation and Waltrudhaven
for new development contracts. It is not a struggle only for Nochtish business
either -- whichever model weapons become standardized in Nocht will surely be
sold to its many allies as well. It has gotten bitter, and right
now the humble landser stands to suffer."


Given the current direction, a picture
started to form in Dreschner's mind. An irritating picture,
foreshadowing many personal difficulties in his future. The Colonel
General continued to speak while Dreschner merely listened and turned it over
in his head.


"The President has always favored
Standard Aviation, but I am an army man, Dreschner, and I know you are
too and I know you have your own ambitions. I will not mince words here
any longer. Let me lay my ambitions bare -- I have significant funds and
prestige invested in Wa Prüf 6. I have been searching for army tankers of
considerable talent as part of this."


When men like Ferdinand 'laid bare
their ambitions' they merely gave men like Dreschner a small piece of the
puzzle, arranged like a trick photograph to appear like the entire,
completed jigsaw. He had cards held back here.


All Dreschner knew was that, with
money involved, he couldn't be quiet.


"Makes sense." Dreschner
said, though like Ferdinand, he would not lay bare his full understanding. He
continued, to demonstrate shrewdness for the first time in the conversation.
"So by concentrating tank talent and arming them with powerful new
weapons, and consequently achieving dramatic results; you hope to improve the
standing of General Auto's military R&D."


Ferdinand grinned to him again.
"I'm glad you understand so well. But Dreschner, it is not entirely about
money. This is about our very survival right now. Airplanes will never win this
war. Men on the ground, making key decisions, will win this war. I wish to slap
sense into the Oberkommando once and for all, and end these fantasies of an age
of warplanes before more of our men die. General Auto must succeed so that our
men can succeed."


Bullshit. He put his money into tanks
and he wanted more than the men who put it in planes. "I take it then that
you see instead an Age of Tanks unfolding in Ayvarta?"


"Don't you?" Ferdinand
laughed. "Planes can't take land. Wars will never be won solely in the
sky. We witnessed this in Cissea. All the bombing in the world did not root out
those anarchists. A blind love of Standard Aviation and the coddling
of the air force has already cost our landsers dearly. We need power on
the ground, Dreschner."


He was not saying it, but this was
definitely directed at President Lehner and the decision to ground the air
force in Adjar after the heavy losses trying to break the Ayvartan air defense
network in Bada Aso. Perhaps it was not only money; maybe politics also
motivated him.


Dreschner almost wanted to laugh at
the absurdity of this discussion but he had no choice in it. It would have been
a laugh of much helplessness and frustration. He had been noticed by the power
he craved; and now he could never escape its notice.


"I first saw a tank in the
Unification War, in the Battle of Calvado. It saved my unit from being crushed
by a surge of Frank troops." Dreschner said. He was resigned now. He
grinned, trying to hide his internal battle, and to delude himself a little.
"Since then I have been a tank man, Colonel General. I would never turn
down new and better equipment for tankers."


"A man after my own heart. I knew
I could trust you." Ferdinand said.


"Given the confidence and initiative
with which you have sought me out, then, I take it your men are already in
position to support my operations?" Dreschner asked.


"Shrewd man; indeed. Wa Prüf
6 has been already deployed to Ayvarta, along with new machines in need of
testing. They are on their way to Dbagbo and will be subordinated to you. I
wish for you to use these tools in your upcoming operations. I understand a
particular need has arisen, due to reports of new Ayvartan weapons."


Dreschner spoke up then; for all
intents and purposes, whether he wanted to or not, Colonel General Ferdinand
was now his boss. Though he would have to treat every other Colonel General
with respect, and soon every Major General as a peer, it was Ferdinand who
would be looking out for him. Given that this state of affairs was inescapable,
he had no more reason to be reserved around the man. So he emptied his
mind about the subject.


"In light of our partnership I
must interject with all due respect, Colonel General: those reports
are largely unsubstantiated. We've not found any hulls in good enough condition
to tell them apart from the wrecks of Goblins or Orcs or Gnolls, and only a
paltry few blurry photographs of these supposedly new vehicles were
disseminated by Von Sturm's group. All of our witnesses to these mystical
machines are either maimed or dead or otherwise in no condition to provide
workable evidence. The Ayvartans might have deployed some of their rarer but
still obsolete weapons like the Orc or the Gnoll and surprised skittish
landsers and noncoms. We have no real way of knowing right now."


Colonel General Ferdinand smiled and
crossed his arms, seeming impressed with Dreschner's analysis, and perhaps also
pleased with himself for finally drawing out some more overt cooperation from
the sullen Brigadier. It was this little speech that finally sealed their
covenant going forward. In light of our partnership.


"Well, that would make things
easier." Ferdinand replied. "But there's no harm in preparing for the
worst. In any case, I know you have pressing business. Take heart in that all
of my tanks and personnel are at your disposal now, Dreschner."


That possessive pronoun was
perhaps the most honest thing yet said. My tanks and
personnel; how much independent action had Ferdinand taken within the armies? But
in a way, this was unavoidable, and he certainly couldn't refuse now. Though
Dreschner had not asked for this patronage, and though it irritated him to have
it thrust upon him in this way and on this day, he started to see how it could
facilitate his ultimate goal.


Reaching across the table, the Colonel
General took his hand. "Give your deputies the news -- and start thinking
about who'll make up your elite Corps staff, Major General."


45th of the Aster's Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


Dbagbo Dominance -- Village of Silb, 8th PzD
Rallying Area


When the rainfall resurfaced it
hardly registered in anyone's minds anymore. Outside the workshop what began as
a few droplets brewed into a storm within the minute. Lightning flashed in
the distance; they scarcely heard the sound. Dbagbo's pouring was just
there.


"Are you too busy raging at the
world to greet your star pupil? Why, I had just come to give you thanks,
and look at the cold reception I get. Woe! Such sadness is life!"


Schicksal cocked her eyebrows,
watching silently as if a one-man stage drama was unfolding before her. There
was certainly quite a flourish to his every little movement.


Reiniger's eyes wandered
away from the tank in the workshop and finally settled on the flighty
black-uniformed visitor newly arrived at the workshop. He stared at him, at
first as if he had seen something nondescript and foul. Slowly his brows rose
and his teeth grit.


"When the hell did you make Hauptmann?"
He shouted. He sounded almost offended. Schicksal was quite curious about
the growing petulance evident in his voice.


Flashing
white, an ear-to-ear grin suddenly dominated the newcomer's fetching
face. He shrugged his shoulders and held up his hands in
feigned witlessness.


"Oh, this? Dunno! Guess it
just naturally happens when you get good."


Reiniger stared directly at his pins
as if he still couldn't believe it at all. He was so fixated on them that
the Hauptmann's snark found safe passage through both his
ears.


Schicksal didn't quite care about the
newcomer's pins. She was more interested in the medal worn casually on his
breast, on the left-hand side, between a few common tank-killing honors and a
purple heart. It was a sunburst held aloft by eagle's wings -- the
Patriot's Crown. The start of a four-stage honor for the elite among the elite
in the military.


He abruptly broke from Reiniger' gaze,
and his grin softened to a pretty smile. He gave Schicksal a v-sign with
his fingers. "Hey, I don't think we've met before, ma'am. My name is Noel
Skonieczny. Captain." Judging by his surname, he must have been
Lachy. He had a pleasant voice. "I just got transferred, so I thought
I'd drop in on my old instructor!"


Noel reached out the hand that
was not signing a big V. Schicksal shook it. He had a delicate shake. He seemed
overall delicately-made. Soft cheeks, a slim nose and smooth brow, round
shoulders, a slender build. His skin was impeccable, his eyes vibrant and
his shoulder-length hair was long and wavy, full of volume and bounce,
curling slightly at the ends. Its gold sheen was absolutely brilliant:
Schicksal thought it looked far better kept than her own hair. He had a very
comely appearance in general. She almost wanted to ask for tips.


It was only when he made that
shark-like grin that he appeared less than rosy.


"Pleasure to meet you, I'm Karla
Schicksal, Chief Signals." She replied.


Apparently noticing her lingering
gaze, he winked whimsically her way.


"Pleasure's all mine! It's nice
to see at least one friendly face." Noel said. He pouted pathetically
and hovered a meter or two from Reiniger, arms crossed, head bowed. "After
I came all this way. I feel so ignored and mistreated right now, to be
honest."


"Good!" Reiniger said.
"Hope you feel that way to death, you shit roach!"


"Shit roach? Well, at least you're
refraining from outright slurs."


"You ain't worthy of 'em, but if
you want 'em so much you--"


Schicksal sighed. "So, you know
Reiniger from before, Captain Skon--?"


Noel turned suddenly from Reiniger and
raised his hands to his own chest.


"Oh no, Captain
Skonieczny is a dad's name. Call me Noel, please."


Schicksal blinked and tipped her head
a little in confusion.


"Noel; you are acting pretty
familiar for someone who just--"


He interrupted cheerfully again.
"Of course I know him!"


"Barely." Reiniger interjected,
turning his back again on the two.


"God, he's so grumpy!" Noel
giggled. "Mister tough guy here trained me, just about a month ago even!
But it appears that now the student surpassed the master!"


Reiniger threw his hands up in the
air, already fed up with Noel.


"Shut the fuck up. I barely
taught you how to handle the sticks you dumbass. It was part of a fucking
Panzer 101 camp. Go gloat about your stupid pins to someone else!"


Noel raised his hand to shield his
eyes from a nonexistent sun, pretending to look around the room for someone. He
then beamed as if taken by surprise.


"I found someone to gloat
to~!" He waved at Schicksal and smiled.


Schicksal smiled awkwardly and waved
back, twitching her fingers. Clearly Noel was just here to bully Reiniger,
and she did not know the exact reason. Perhaps their relationship was more sour than Noel let on; but she thought at the moment
Reiniger quite deserved to be put in his place, and Noel was just being silly.
There was no harm done, so she played along.


"So, gloat-buddy, did you hear
that I made Captain, huh?" Noel said.


He made as if to hook his arm around
Schicksal's shoulder in a friendly gesture. But he kept a considerable
distance, such that he had his arm several centimeters off her in the air.


Schicksal chuckled. Noel started to
egg her on to give an answer, going 'huh? huh?'


Then a clicking pair of boots and the
sound of long rivulets soaking the driveway announced a new presence. Schicksal
and Noel turned their heads and found General Dreschner outside the workshop
garage door. He ambled inside, just a few steps out of the rain, his uniform
sopping wet, water dribbling from his cap, from his shoulders. He had his
greatcoat on, and it had soaked up most of the water, hopefully protecting the
dress uniform beneath.


Schicksal sought his eyes in the shade
of his cap -- and found a vacant look to them.


Reiniger didn't even turn around to
meet his superior. He seemed oblivious to the danger.


"Gonna lecture me too,
boss?" He said absentmindedly. Schicksal cringed.


Dreschner seized him by the collar,
turned him partway around and socked him.


Noel averted his eyes and covered his
mouth, shaking his head.


The General's fist connected with
Reiniger's nose with an audible crack and knocked him to the floor. Reiniger
covered his face with his hands and writhed on the ground, shaken into the
fetal position, kicking his legs and rocking his body while groaning in pain.


"Words fail against you,
Jorg!" Dreschner shouted. "So I'll speak in a language
a complete brute like you can understand. Let this be a lesson to you.
Without respect and moderation a man is less than an animal. Remember this next
time you throw one of your furies in front of me and your fellows -- all of
whom deserve better, alive or dead."


Dreschner stormed back out of the
workshop and into the rain, as if he had come and gone with the flashes of
lightning. Schicksal watched the scene play out with her hands over her
mouth in shock. Over her shoulder she followed the general's fading silhouette.


Noel took a few steps forward and
offered his hand, but Reiniger slapped it away. He helped himself up by the
side of the tank, and slunk away inside it, entering through the driver's
forward hatch. There he would remain for the night, locked in.


 


46th of the Aster's Gloom, 2030 D.C.E,
Morning


Dbagbo Dominance -- Village of Silb, 8th PzD
Rallying Area


Though the dawn was hidden behind
clouds and a cold drizzle, come mid-morning conditions were good enough
for landsers to line up in front of the kitchen wagon. They found the offerings
meager -- they were out of fresh meat and eggs for the moment. Everyone's
energy would have to come from jerky, chicken stock, coffee, sugar
cubes and bread. An aide lined up with a big tray, and soon brought the former
Civil Canteen some food for Schicksal, Dreschner and Noel. She set
the sparse breakfast on the war room table.


On the wall behind them hung the map.
Positions had barely moved.


Noel thanked the staffer who
brought them their coffee and biscuits. He took a dozen sugar packets from a
nearby basket and a bag of cream and as if in his own world he meticulously
fixed his coffee, ripping packets, tipping the sugar, stirring it in with the
cream. He dipped a little bread square, tasted it, and smiled to
himself. He nibbled on it while Dreschner and Schicksal stared sullenly
past him, both looking worse for wear. Dreschner sneezed into an iron-cross
emblazoned kerchief; Schicksal yawned into her gloved hand.


Even fresh out of his bed (the back of
a half-track), Noel looked vibrant. Only his hair was a little noticeably
messy; his uniform was pristine, he appeared full of energy and he handled
his food with a certain air of grace and elegance that she rarely encountered.
Schicksal wondered whether someone had misplaced a "Von"
somewhere when naming him.


Dreschner cleared his throat. He
looked solemn. "Captain Skonieczny--"


"You can shorten it to Skoniec if
you desire." Noel happily interrupted.


"Captain Skoniec," Dreschner
nonchalantly corrected, and cleared his throat again, "I must apologize to
you for the disgraceful scene that you witnessed last night. I am ashamed of my
conduct -- as a General of this army I should not have lost restraint. Though
it does not excuse my behavior, our Division is going through a difficult time.
Emotions ran high; we recently held an honors ceremony for a deceased officer.
We are near the front lines with limited supplies, and mired in bad weather. I
assure you that the 8th Panzer Division is a professional force. Should you
desire to file a report, I will fully cooperate."


Schicksal nodded approvingly
throughout the speech, trying to appear professional and supportive. She sat
right at Dreschner's side in the meeting, and nobody else was around. After
days of being on her own, she felt like she was part of the process again.


"S'ok! I'm not one to get
between a General and the discipline of his unit." Noel said.
"But please, please, avoid striking people's faces in the future. It irks
me."


He pointed at his own face with that
smug grin of his. "Faces are very important~"


Dreschner nodded. "Indeed. Faces
are important. We're sorry you had no proper reception as well.
Everyone was busy and we were not expecting your unit so soon."


Busy was selling the situation short.
Dreschner had only just arrived back from Dori Dobo a day ago; Schicksal had
hardly any time to talk to him yet. It seemed as if right out the doors of the
liaison car he was already at work. Setting up Kunze's ceremony; changing
the line order of the 8th Division's Panzer regiments; establishing contacts
with the 10th and 15th PzD; reallocating their current supplies to make them
last longer. He had segued sharply back into war. Schicksal followed him
around with a radio backpack and tried to keep up.


But judging by the look of him, even
he could not keep up with his renewed ambitions. His face was pale and the
lines on his cheeks, around his mouth and under his eyesockets accented by
fatigue. His hands shook a little on the table. Every so often his strong nose
dripped, and the kerchief would come up to it, and almost as often catch a
sneeze.


"Gesundheit." Noel
said, wishing the Brigadier General good health.


"Thank you. It appears you were
transferred from the Weiss Abteilung to my command
on the orders of Colonel General Ferdinand, correct?" Dreschner asked.


"Yup! Y'right! Old man Ferdinand
took a liking to me, and he took me out of that dead end battalion right before
it exhausted itself completely in Tukino."


Schicksal had briefly heard of Weiss
before the invasion -- it was a battalion composed entirely of Lachy recruits,
for tough missions. Lachy in the homeland were often seen as roguish and
tough and thus capable of handling intense combat, such as pocket
suppression and line penetrations. It seemed incongruous for Noel to have been
assigned there.


But then, there was much that
was incongruous about him. His uniform was the most obvious and visible
difference. Dreschner noticed it; one couldn't avoid the sight. It was similar
to their own, but all black, from the jacket down to the trousers. His sleek
black leather boots and gloves had a luxuriant sheen. There was no
damage to it, not even light scuffing from day to day trials. It must have been
new, maybe even right out of the bag.


"So you have spoken to the
Colonel General directly?" Dreschner said.


"He gave me my awards and new
mission personally." Noel replied.


Dreschner rubbed his chin, looking
over the uniform from across the table.


"I assume then that your
out-of-the-ordinary garb has something to do with that. I have never seen
its like before, I must admit. What does it symbolize?"


"Colonel General Ferdinand wishes
for this Schwarzmantel to clothe new, stand-out units of
panzer aces who have scored over fifteen confirmed tank kills." Noel
replied. He spoke as if reciting a poem, at times bringing his hand up to his
breast like a singer.


Schicksal's eyes lingered on the
Captain; she found Dreschner goggling him too.


"How many men has the Colonel
General gathered?" Schicksal quickly asked.


Noel made his v-sign with his index
and middle fingers, and then extended his thumb. Three. "Me and my
subordinate tankers, Corporals Dolph and Bartosz. We're your first bit of
reinforcements from the south. You can call us the 1. Jagdpanzerzug."


The 1st Tank Hunter Platoon -- an
apt name for a trio with over 40 confirmed kills in total. Schicksal
wondered whether Noel had even more than that, given his medals. He had three
awards on his breast for tank kills. That must have signified more than 15
kills.


"I assume that Wa Prüf
6 is not far behind you then." Dreschner said.


Noel replied, wagging his finger.
"They should be here soon. I took the liberty of having my own tank
brought in by transporter -- my subordinates will drive anything but prefer M5
Rangers. By the way, I have my own driver already, and I'd prefer if it
was just us inside the tank. So no crew assignments to me without my
permission."


Dreschner quirked an eyebrow, wearing
a sullen, skeptical face.


Noel said this very casually, but
two-man tanks were unheard of.


Dreschner relented quickly, however.
"You know best, I suppose."


Schicksal looked quietly between the
two as they spoke. There appeared to be some unspoken understanding between
them, one that she was not privy to.


"Well, Captain, it was swell
meeting you; unless there is anything else I should know, I think you ought to
meet with your men, and ready your vehicles." Dreschner said.


Dreschner stopped from his seat and
extended his hand over the table.


Noel stood and took the
General's hand with both of his own, holding the fingertips.


"I'm just the friendly,
neighboring fairy." He said with a little smile.


He gave Dreschner's hand a few
gentle, flicking shakes. Just as tenderly he let his hand go, as though
setting down a little animal back on the table. He then turned with a flourish
and strutted out of the building through the tarp hung over the front.


Dreschner turned
toward Schicksal, and Schicksal stared back, both puzzled.


"An eccentric, I suppose."
Dreschner said. He looked at his hand.


"He likes to play tricks."
Schicksal said. She remembered the night before.


Dreschner nodded. Schicksal thought
their business concluded, but the General did not follow Noel out the building.
Instead he walked around the table and took Noel's seat, directly across from
where Schicksal still sat. He made himself comfortable.


"Mäuschen, let us
talk." He said. "I owe you an apology as well. Though I
appointed you to assist me, I've been unfair and haven't made any time to share
information with you. I can't expect you to do your job in the dark; I
apologize for the inconvenience."


Schicksal smiled and gathered a
folder of papers from her lap. "I received the summaries of the
strategic meeting, sir. They were sent via the encryption machine a day ago and
I disseminated them to Spoor, Hedwig and Gloster's HQs."


"Splendid. Were you able to read
and process them?"


"Yes sir. I looked over
everything as keenly as I could."


"Then have you formed any opinion
on them?"


Schicksal scratched her mousy,
wavy hair nervously. She looked down.


"Well, nothing informed,
sir. Nothing useful."


Dreschner crossed his arms and
narrowed his eyes.


"Come now, Schicksal. You've had
ample misgivings before. I would like to hear your opinion on our situation,
from one analyst to the other."


"All due respect sir, I'm just a
radio girl." She said, feeling suddenly bashful. She faked
an air-headed little giggle to try to deflect from his examinations.


"Very well." He replied,
turning his head to the map on the wall.


She thought she heard him sigh, but
perhaps she was imagining it.


When he turned his eyes back on her he
resumed speaking, in a softer tone of voice. "I met with Colonel General
Ferdinand in Dori Dobo; it was off the record and unexpected. He practically ambushed
me on the day I was expecting to speak to the Field Marshal. That, I believe,
was not in your summaries."


"There was no mention of that
meeting, so rest assured, it was off the records." Schicksal said. This
secrecy was a bit disconcerting. "Captain Skoniec mentioned the Colonel
General too. Do you think he was also 'ambushed' as you say?"


"Those two definitely
met, and I have some idea how that meeting went, judging from what the
Colonel General shared with me. He has his eyes set on the 8th Panzer Division.
The 10th and 15th too. He is looking to form a 2nd Vorkampfer
Panzerkorps."


Schicksal immediately saw where this
was going. "So men like Noel will form the backbone of the force, a
corps full of elite tankers with high kill counts."


Dreschner snorted. "Perhaps. But
right now all we have is a platoon of them. You can't make a fighting force out
of three men and their crews -- but Ferdinand will expect me to make do with
that until he finds more men. More men and more machines; new, untried machines
that he thinks will become first-line vehicles. He is concentrating all
that unproven power in my hands; banking personally on my skill
to support his investment."


"I-- I see, General."
Schicksal said. She looked down at the folder of meetings summaries and
telegrams and communiques from the past few days that she had neatly arranged.
There was not one mention of the Colonel General's patronage recorded
in her little folder. She understood why Dreschner was so zealous and sullen
since he arrived. She started to feel some of the unseen pressure of
the expectations placed on them -- she could only imagine how much worse it
must have been for the General, who bore the responsibility of realizing
these fantasies. He had to adjust his ambitions to realize someone else's own.


The 1st Vorkampfer had blasted itself
apart in Bada Aso. Their Division now had to prepare to become the 2nd,
knowing full well that fate could await them. The 1st Vorkampfer was meant to
be the vanguard of its army, formed from veterans with real combat experience
mixed with raw recruits learning from the best. Judging by what Dreschner told
her, their own mandate was even more stringent, and the results desired of it
more dramatic.


It was frightening. In some ways it
was exciting to be forming part of that, to be on the ground floor of an
elite panzerkorps, but nonetheless, it was frightening. Her skin
tingled.


"I think there is no one better
qualified to lead such a force than you, sir," Schicksal said. She believe
it to a point; it was only partially meant as saccharine
flattery.


"Perhaps. But enough about that
right now." Dreschner stared at her, and his eyes lingered critically
on her own. She almost felt like raising her hands defensively. "Mäuschen, I've
done my end of the information sharing. Now I want your end. That is
an order."


He steepled his fingers and grinned.
Schicksal smiled back nervously.


"Yes sir." She said. She
developed a very light stammer. She withdrew her papers from her folder,
including a paper map of the local combat area at the Sandari, and got started.
When Dreschner issued an order, one tended to forget any misgivings regarding
the task.


* * *


Dbagbo was a sensual sort of land, he
told himself -- it was muggy and moist, and though the ground and sky were dull
the surroundings were fresh and vibrant. Insects played about the green
grasses, sunflowers stretched out of puddles of muck, and the trees were
still verdant. Everything between the surface and the firmament was full
of romance.


Though
perhaps Noel Skonieczny just deeply appreciated any place
where he could awaken to the sounds of the rain without finding
himself on a street, sopping wet and ill. A natural thankfulness arose in
his breast that set his whimsical imagination alight.


Up until the last few months such
simple comforts had been ephemeral to him.


He smiled now because it was easy to
smile -- he'd smiled in harder times before.


Though the Ayvartans had not launched
very many long-range bombing operations, there was always the fear that they
could hit an HQ and send many precious supplies and vehicles up in smoke. To
this end, the 8th Panzer Division HQ kept its reserve tanks and some of its
precious reserve supplies past the village clearings and under the
canopy. Tents were raised, mines and tripwires set beyond the supply area
to prevent incursions, guards posted.


As Noel arrived at the site, he saw
ten vehicles in as straight a line as could be arranged between the trees,
along with dozens of crates and a few guards. None of them was his new Panzer
Modell Fünf Ausf. Zwei "Strike Ranger" or M5A2 S-Ranger. He
would have noticed it immediately. There was no mistaking this model for the
rest.


Particularly because he painted royal
purple stripes on it, and gave it a name.


Lieutenant Habsburg, one of
Dreschner's loyal men from the Panzer Regiments, was in charge of overseeing
the supply dump. They had very briefly met the night before when Noel made his
debut in Silb. He was big, mostly nondescript, inoffensive guy. Buzzed head,
square chin, tall, pretty green eyes. Noel thought he had a nice smile, but he
saw it only in passing, because it disappeared the moment he called out.


"Hey there big fella! How's my
tank doing eh?"


Lt. Habsburg turned his head over his
shoulder. He hastily put down an assault helmet that he was lovingly examining
back into a crate full of very similar helmets, boasting strapped goggles
and gas masks, decorated with little spears atop. It was a charming little
moment that was instantly obliterated. Habsburg immediately swung around, stood
up painfully straight and saluted stiffly. "Captain, sir! I'm at your
disposal, sir!"


"Oh no, no, don't do that. I
don't want that. I want my tank." Noel said.


Something about the way people behaved
around rank irked him. Noel had always thought he hated pedestrian
disdain above all other reactions -- until he met the contrived
adulation that one earned when one had a higher grade of pins.


Lt. Habsburg was not catching on, and
continued to salute. He spoke in the rhythm of a boot camp trainee addressing the
abusive Sergeant. Noel could practically hear the commas out loud as he
paused; a few felt as long as semicolons.


"Yes, sir, Captain, sir! Your
driver, sir, he took it for a warm-up, sir!"


Noel sighed. That was too many 'sir''s
in a row for his taste. This was the kind of man who didn't get called on to do
anything important very often, Noel supposed.


"How long ago did Ivan leave this
place?" Noel asked.


"Sir--"


"Good man, please stop
'sir'ing me, it's annoying."


"Um, sorry." Habsburg bowed
his head. "He arrived early to tune up the engine, so he said, and left
about thirty minutes ago to take it around the meadow. He got permission from
Spoor's grenadiers, he told me, so I let him come and go."


"Thank you Habsburg." Noel
smiled and clapped his hands together. "Then I shall sit on this crate of
helmets and wait for him."


"Yes-- Yes Captain."


Noel picked the crate lid from the
ground, set it back on the crate and sat on it, staring out at the road with
his hands against his cheeks, rocking his legs. A damp, gentle breeze blew
through the forest, stirring the canopy overhead and lightly blowing Noel's
hair. He absentmindedly arranged some behind his ear on the left side of his
face, wondering how it looked. He imagined that he must have looked like one of
those post cards with the cute girls in dresses sitting at the edges of bridges
and piers.


His erstwhile companion stood beside
him and looked on without expression.


"Lieutenant Habsburg, what's
something that you like?" Noel said airily.


Habsburg rubbed his chin.
"Something that I like, s-- Captain?"


"Something that you like,
yes." Noel repeated jovially.


"I like animals Captain. I had a
pet drake back home." Habsburg replied.


"Bless your soul, Habsburg."
Noel said, and avoided further conversation.


Around a half-hour later, Noel heard
the distinctive whirring of the Ranger's engine and the turning of its tracks.
He saw it from afar, coming up the village roads, weaving behind a group of
houses and then driving onto the brush and into the thick of the forest. It
slowed, shifting to a low gear, and cruised toward the line of parked vehicles.
Though the M5A2 was superficially like a standard M5, it had a more steeply
sloped front plate and a broader, longer turret, along with a modified gun.
Noel's version had two purple stripes along the side and the name Königin written
in sloppy hand-painted letters on the side.


As it approached, the front hatch
opened, and a young man stood partially out of it and waved. Noel waved back,
and Lieutenant Habsburg stood at attention.


When the M5A2 came to a full stop,
Noel walked out to meet the driver, who climbed out of the front hatch and
approached with his arms spread. They embraced chastely -- from Habsburg's
perspective anyway. After a moment they stood apart and traded smiles.


"Sergeant! How's she
running?" Noel said, hands on his hips.


Ivan saluted. "She's running as
smoothly as her Commander!"


Noel held his hand up to his mouth and
laughed a pleasant oh ho ho.


First Sergeant Ivan Tyszka was
the Captain's esteemed driver. Though around the same age, Ivan was taller
than Noel by almost twenty centimeters, and he was built up a little bit
more in the shoulders and chest than the softer, svelter Captain. Ivan had an
endearing style to him, a bit casually unfashionable; messy black hair, an
awkward smile, circular spectacles and a pockmarked complexion; arms hanging at
his sides as if he didn't know what to do with them, bad posture, slouching a
little bit. He wore the regular army grey.


"Did you try the supercharger at
all?" Noel asked, leaning slightly toward the driver's hatch and checking
the gauges and sticks. The interior was still a little on the crude side in
terms of layout and comforts, but everything essential had been installed.


"Not yet. Sorry. I didn't want to
waste any of it in case we needed to go into combat before we had access to
refills." Ivan said. He held a hand out to Noel, holding him
cautiously as though the Captain was in any danger of falling into the tank.


Noel stuck his head back out of the
hatch. "S'alright. We do need to be a little conservative. Glad
you're hear to set me straight~." He put on a mischievous smile and
affect.


Ivan's face flushed very slightly. He
chuckled and ran his hand over his hair.


"Do you know where Dolph and
Bartosz went? Haven't seen them since last night."


"Might be out joyriding, I'm not
sure. They like to get the lay of the land."


"Hmph, how troublesome."
Noel coiled a little of his hair around his index finger. "I'd have liked
to have them back by now, but there's no taming those two."


He turned his head over his shoulder,
tilting it back a little with a grin.


"Habs~burg~!" Noel called
out as if singing the syllables of his name.


Behind them they heard the sound of a helmet
falling back inside a crate of helmets. Habsburg turned quickly around and
saluted, standing almost as if on tiptoe.


"Yes Captain!" He said,
averting his eyes nervously.


"Could you bring us some fuel?
You'd know where it is better than I."


Habsburg nodded stiffly, and marched
around his crate of helmets to a crate covered by a camouflage tarp. Underneath
was a metal box emblazoned with many dozens of flame symbols. While the younger
men watched, he procured two pairs of jugs from inside this crate and brought
them around the back of the M5A2. He stored two in side compartments for
travel, then lifted the engine hatch and poured the other two inside.


Once he was done he walked back around
and saluted again.


As Noel prepared to tease him once
more, a loud horn sounded in the village. It was sharp and sudden enough
to shake Ivan up, and it echoed through the trees.


"That an alarm, Habsburg?"
Noel asked during a lull.


Habsburg nodded rapidly. "Yes
Captain! You might want to check the old Ayvartan canteen where the General has
set up -- I think that's the attack siren, sir!"


 


* * *


Schicksal quickly set up the map and
pinned small red flags on two locations along the Sandari river,
marking them "3rd" and "4th" Abteilungen. A
third flag was pinned nearby, marked with a bridge symbol for the Pionierie. Gathered
around the map also were, Dreschner, Spoor, Noel and Reiniger, sporting a patch
over his nose.


"From what I understand,"
Schicksal began, "last night the pontoon bridges were completed in secret
and under cover of darkness by the Pionierie in areas with the smallest
concentration of Ayvartan defenses. At dawn the Panzergrenadier battalions with
light Panzer support managed to cross the bridges and launch attacks, taking
sizable bridgeheads across the Sandari, driving Ayvartans back and establishing
positions."


She took a deep breath and continued.
"All seemed to be going well, until a few hours ago. We began
receiving reports of shots fired on the bridgeheads, and we wrote it off as
perfunctory Ayvartan delaying actions at the time. Unfortunately, we seem to
have underestimated their intentions and their capabilities, and the
extent of their positions."


Schicksal quickly pinned three larger
flags across the Sandari, and one smaller flag behind the
Panzergrenadier positions and on their own side of
the Sandari. These flags were red -- Ayvartan positions. Of which there should
be none south of the Sandari. Reiniger and Spoor were puzzled.
Dreschner grunted. They were coming.


"It appears the Ayvartans had
hidden pontoon bridges somewhere farther northwest, though I have no idea
exactly where. According to surveillance, an Ayvartan tank force crossed the
Sandari to our side just off the 3rd Battalion flank thirty minutes ago and
completely bypassed our positions along the river. They're headed for
Silb."


"We have next to nothing ready to
intercept." Dreschner said.


Schicksal responded with a morose nod
of the head. "There's more, sir. Panzergrenadier recon advanced from
the bridgeheads, and claim to have discovered large mobilizations of Ayvartan
troops along the meadows leading to Shebelle. They say they've got three
to five Divisions incoming. This is a major Ayvartan counteroffensive."


"We'll pull another Tukino
then," Reiniger said, his voice a little off due to his injury,
"we'll counter-counterattack faster and encircle 'em with the
Panzers."


Dreschner grunted. "Unlike Tukino
this is all happening on soft terrain, along a river, where we only
have two pontoon bridges for movement. It won't work."


Reiniger frowned deeply but bit his
tongue on the subject.


"We've been receiving calls for
air patrols and interdiction." Schicksal said. "But we don't have any
air bases in Dbagbo yet so I wasn't sure where to forward them."


"Pass them on to the wing near
Knyskna, it'll be fuel intensive but they've got the range and we will need
them." Dreschner said. He looked around the room and spoke
authoritatively. "Right now everyone must hunker down until we're sure
where the hammer is falling, and if necessary be ready to give ground at the
bridgeheads. But our first priority must be to intercept those Ayvartan
tanks and secure those hidden bridges of theirs. We can't organize a defense
with a gaping hole in our river lines."


Noel smiled and raised his hand.
"My men and I can sortie."


"He'll get fucking
murdered," Reiniger scoffed. He looked to Dreschner. "I've got
reserve guys I've been breaking in and some M4s, we'll handle it."


Dreschner shook his head and spoke at
first in a scolding tone of voice.


"This is not a mutually exclusive
choice, Lt. Reiniger. Captain Skoniec, your men's tanks are lighter and faster
and as far as I understand ready to go, so you can deploy right away. Reiniger
will follow up and support you once his forces are ready."


Reiniger was openly displeased but
made no further remarks.


"Overjoyed that we can work
together." Noel said sweetly. He waved a v-sign with his fingers and left
the room with a cheerful strut, thinking that it would definitely not be
necessary for Reiniger and his rejects to follow him at all.


 


46th of the Aster's Gloom, 2030
D.C.E, Afternoon


Dbagbo Dominance -- Sandari southern bank,
Silba meadows.


A column of 15 or so Goblin tanks
advanced in a large, amorphous clump down the middle of a hard plain ringed
by light hills to the east and the edge of the Silba wood to the west. Their
small hulls with flat glacis plates, obvious, pedestal-like turret ring,
slanted tracks and over-large turrets with 45mm guns and sizable rear
counterweights easily gave the model away -- in addition to the fact of their
ubiquity in Ayvartan tank divisions. These models particular models on a
collision course to Silb had a curious addition: extraneous bolted plate armor
along the front and around the gun mantlet, a sloppy up-armoring scheme.


They had likely plotted
this route because it avoided the soft terrain and thus the mud as much as
possible, but it left their flanks seriously exposed on both sides.


This group had advanced 5 kilometers
south from the Sandari, likely after crossing a hidden bridge, regrouping,
and then setting off in their thick, loose formation for defense, like a herd
of gnus. Every so often a tank, somewhere random in the formation, would turn
its turret around, but for the most part there was seemingly no thought being
given to an active defense. Despite their initiative and subversion they were
vulnerable.


"See that one tank with the
ring antennae atop? Commander. Hit that one first."


Noel watched the tanks from the
wide-angle periscope of his M5A2 hidden in the wood. Seated alone on the
turret, in the gunner's position just beside the commander's cupola, he
had a lot of space to himself, though this was mostly because of his build --
the turret was somewhat cramped. Below and further front, Ivan sat behind the
sticks, awaiting the order to charge down the gentle slope at the edge of
the wood.


"Wait for my signal, and aim for
the commander with APCB rounds. Then rush in and keep shooting, even if
you miss. Volume beats accuracy." He said, using his throat mic.
"I'll use my M5A2's gyrostabilizer and snipe at anyone troublesome
while on the run."


For their size, the Ayvartan
Goblin-type tanks were not very quick. Noel believed they probably managed
a measly 15 or so km/h off-road -- half as much as that of his M5A2, without supercharging.
He watched them patiently from around a kilometer away as they neared the
dead center of the plain. He had a 1.5 kg APCB round in hand, sleek and
light in its bronze case, its sharp black head cap hungry for armor.


"Ready guns." Noel said.
"Ivan get that supercharger ready."


At their speed the Goblins covered
about 200 meters a minute. Within thirty seconds the formation was well within
the center of the plain with ample room on all sides.


Noel was sure he could cut the distance
to them in about a minute.


He pulled the lever to open the
breech, loaded the round and watched as it closed and shoved the shell in by
mechanical action. Then he reached his feet down to the foot pads and felt
them out. One press shifted the turret about thirty degrees right or left
depending on the pad. Good enough for a start. Noel then reached his hand down
and used the turret control lever to make minor, granular corrections
to the turret direction as the tanks continued moving. He counted the meters--


In an instant everything aligned
perfectly and Noel called out, "Attack!"


Three muzzles flashed in the wood,
launching high-velocity, solid armor-piercing rounds downhill toward
the Goblin formation. One shell went wide over the formation and crashed into
the eastern hillsides; the remaining two, including Noel's pierced the turret
and track of a Goblin with a prominent radio antenna, leaving large holes. He
had hit right through the side of the turret. There were no explosions -- these
shells were not explosive in nature. But no crew left the stricken tank,
sitting immobile amid its allies.


It was likely that the spray of metal
resulting from the penetrations had killed them.


"Ivan, we'll rush in front
of the formation! Bartosz, circle behind them and dash toward the eastern
hills while Dolph rushes through the center! Keep shooting!"
Noel ordered.


"Roger!" Ivan replied
through the platoon intercomm. Despite the noise inside the tank, Noel heard
him clearly through the radio headset on his commander's helmet.


"Yessir!" Bartosz and Dolph
replied. Noel heard a bit of whooping and cheering.


Engine whirring with life, the M5A2
charged out of the cover of the woods and down the hill at a low gear to
control speed. On its flanks, ordinary M5s belonging to Dolph and Bartosz
rushed toward the formation as well. Once they hit flatter ground the
tanks sped up. Dolph and Bartosz broke toward their attack lanes; Ivan
initiated the engine supercharge. Noel could look down and barely see the
driver's gauges from his position, the needles rising.


Noel's M5A2 roared suddenly as
the experimental engine booster solution took effect. At Ivan's
expert direction, the M5A2 bobbed and weaved toward the south to hook around
the front of the column, rapidly picking up speed and cutting the distance. His
driving was excellent, and Noel could concentrate on his forte, shooting
and command.


Most of the enemy formation
stopped dead to aim, turrets turning west toward the wood, but several others
were moving in front of and around each other to get into position. There was
little coordination without their commander. One at a time in belabored
succession half of the Goblin formation's 45mm guns started to answer, but the
M5s swept away from the armor-piercing shots, each tank traveling down its
sweeping, encircling arc. Noel briefly saw dirt and smoke rise in front
and around him as shells fell short of his sprint. He saw trails in the
air as shells flew aside and over him and around his men, making no
contact.


He looked out to the battlefield,
switching between his wide-angle periscope over the top of the turret
and his gunnery close-in sights positioned just off the left of his 37mm
gun. Thanks to the gyrostabilizers even in motion his aim down the gunnery
sights was corrected for and kept reasonably steady. He watched, like an eye
hovering beside his gun, as shells were traded between the sides, and left
a webwork of smoke in the air.


The Goblins swung their turrets around
like the heads of panicked animals trying to spot their predators; those with
presence enough to fight shot wildly every which way.


Dolph and Bartosz turned their turrets
to face along their tank's sides and launched as many shots as fast as
they could muster in reply. Solid shells smashed into the dirt,
soared between tanks, and as the distance closed started to score hits,
leaving ugly dents and scars on contact with bulging gun mantlets and rigid,
slanted fronts. Much of the column had turned west. Noel's subordinates
were shooting at tough stacks of riveted plates.


As Dolph approached the center
three distinct groupings of three or four tanks had formed with
a few strays along the edges. All of the grouped tanks were clumping
so close together that their guns fired over each other's engine compartments and
beside each other's gun mantlets. Meanwhile the strays seemed to want to pursue
their own agendas but did not fully break from the pack. Within the confused
fighting, the result was that the Ayvartan column was without discernible
shape and every tank was acting on its own.


Reaching into the ammo rack, Noel
seized a flat-headed High-Explosive shell, 1.5 kg and packed with 40 grams of
TNT. He easily loaded the shell and set his sights.


As the M5A2 skirted the Goblin
formation within 500 meters, he used the lever to keep his turret trained on
one of the few tanks fighting seemingly effectively.


The M5A2 finally hooked around the
front, and Noel hit the cannon trigger.


A 37mm HE shell soared between two
Goblins and hit one on its side in the interior of the formation. There was a
sharp, smoking blast, and two vehicles were pockmarked by dozens of hot shell
fragments blowing right into the engine compartment. Smoke and then fire burst
among the tanks. Hatches opened, and men and women rushed out.


Even the men and women inside
reasonably unharmed vehicles abandoned them.


Noel grinned. With one well-placed
shell he had taken out four tanks.


While Königin circled
around the formation's lower shoulder, Dolph burst down the center and Bartosz
swooped in behind them, cannons crying as they tore
through vulnerable track sides and engine compartments and turret flanks,
setting many of the tanks helplessly alight. Noel's obvious attack and charge
down from the western wood had caused most of the column to face west initially
and few of the Goblins had corrected the facing of their glacis plates as
the M5s closed in. Those front plates, packed with bolted-on armor upgrades,
were no good now. The M5s had passed them by and bit them in their flanks.


When Dolph came out of the
center he passed by Noel who circled around the back, meeting Bartosz as
he came around -- thus they had fully cleared the vulnerable column and began
to circle back around to kettle the remaining tanks, like sharks around a
bloodied corpse. Tank-less crews fled the scene on foot, seemingly unarmed,
having left any equipment when abandoning their tanks. One of the remaining
tanks regained some level of initiative and took off from the scene as fast as
its tracks could go, helping shield the fleeing crews.


"Don't shoot the fleeing crews!
We can capture them or follow them and either way find
those underwater bridges. We're here to stop their attack! Keep that in
mind!" Noel shouted into the radio. Their machine guns could have ripped
apart the soldiers filing out as they circled, but that would've been nothing
but pointless wasting of ammo.


Dolph and Bartosz replied in the
affirmative, without question.


"Anyway, it's over now. Let's
wrap this up."


Noel's Jagdpanzerzug had
done its job and scattered the Ayvartan column, sending the remnants running.
They had blunted the attack on Silb, despite a numerical inferiority of 5 to 1
-- in the middle of battle he had hardly even considered the odds.


Together with Dolph and Bartosz,
Noel regrouped atop one of the eastern hills, called in their kills and
watched the retreating enemies, ready to follow them further north. In all they
had taken out 9 tanks through damage, captured 5 almost intact and forced one
to flee -- all within the span of a few minutes since the battle began to when
it ended.


Noel expected the remnants of this
force would be in the bag shortly.


 


46th of the Aster's Gloom, 2030
D.C.E, Early Evening


Dbagbo Dominance -- Sandari southern bank,
Silba meadows.


Warlock close-air support craft soared
overhead in groups of three and vanished north. Minutes after leaving the
sights of the tank commanders sitting half-out of their turrets, the planes
dove and dropped their deadly payloads. In the distance the booming 250
kilograms of TNT could be heard. Sometimes the tank commanders saw the
smoke trailing up against the setting sun from their cupolas. Many watched the
sights as they advanced, running up and down the Sandari to support the
bridgehead operations as best as they could.


Noel called for Ivan to stop the tank,
and he ordered him up to the turret. It was cramped, but they were slender
enough to fit side by side out of the cupola atop the turret. They watched the
sunset together, smoke and all, and saw the planes coming and going. Between
the bombs and the artillery shells they heard the rhythmic snapping of machine
guns and autocannons, so far in the distance they felt like the sounds of the
forest.


They were alone -- Dolph and Bartosz
had gone ahead at Noel's behest, while the Königin waited for
a physical contact from 8th PzD Headquarters.


Together they soaked up the moment,
the relative peace and solitude.


"Another day, another 12 rounds
of APCB for das vaterland." Noel said with a grin.


He leaned back onto the turret, hands
behind his head, looking up at the darkening sky.


Ivan leaned back beside him. Noel
turned over and ran a finger down his chest.


"We were really
amazing Noel. Completely incredible." Ivan said out of the blue.


A coquettish little smile appeared on
Noel's face. "Oh ho?"


"You should've seen those
pressure gauges going. That supercharger is amazing." Ivan said. "We
were doing over forty! And consistently, even as the pressure went
up!"


Noel burst out laughing. "Not a
good judge of the moment are you? I'm sitting here doing my best pinup girl
impression and you're talking about the tank."


He smiled his fondest smile a this companion, who looked away with a shy grin.


"Well, it looks like we won't
have time to do anything funny anyway."


Ivan stared behind their
tank. Noel turned his head over his shoulder.


A vehicle had arrived to join
them -- an M4 Sentinel with a fake gun.


As its headlight shone on them, they
sat up on the turret sides. Noel flashed a v-sign with his fingers,
rocking his legs back and forth as General Dreschner and Karla Schicksal
climbed out of the turret hatch and ambled over to the Königin.


"Congratulations are in order,
Captain Skoniec." General Dreschner said.


"Thanks to you we have just
secured a third bridgehead!" Schicksal said.


"Ah, so you found that pontoon
bridge? Was it where I told ya?" Noel asked.


"Only a little bit off,"
Schicksal replied, checking a clipboard, "in essence you had the right
idea. Reiniger and Spoor managed to find it in the northwest, following your
leads. The Ayvartans had a clever idea -- the bridge was submerged, just under
the surface. Once we found the enemy's crossing, Reiniger and Spoor's men
fought their way across with some Warlock assistance and hunkered down on the
hillsides on the other side, so we're in a stronger position to resist the
Ayvartan offensive. All thanks to you."


"Yeah, see, sometimes it pays to
scare the enemy off rather than kill 'em."


"Perhaps it does." General
Dreschner said. "Captain Skoniec: your men have joined Reiniger across the
river to defend the new bridgehead, but I came here personally to fetch you,
because I desire for you to stay back until Wa Prüf 6 arrives to perform
maintenance on the M5A2 prototype. Until then, we'd like you to go over
doctrine with some of our reserve tankers, in Reiniger's stead. They are
excited to learn from a Panzer ace."


Dreschner reached out and held aloft a
paper folder that ostensibly had his new orders packed in it. Perhaps crew
dossiers for the new training unit or something similar.


Noel yawned, swinging his legs like a
child seated at the edge of a playground tower.


"Fine with me. I will mold them
into wonderful little fire flowers."


Dreschner had no comment, while
Schicksal crooked her eyebrows.


Noel reached down and snatch the
folder with a flick of his wrist. He pretended to look it over while the bosses
were still around, flipping pages and glancing at pictures.


"Shall we escort you back to Silb
then?" Schicksal said.


Noel briefly looked over his shoulder
at Ivan, who met his eyes for a moment and smiled. Smiling back, the Captain
waved his hand dismissively at his superiors.


"Nah. I know the way back."
Noel said innocently.


 


48th of the Aster's Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


Dbagbo Dominance -- Village of Silb,
Outskirts


Calm rains fell from morning to noon
and seemed poised to persist, making up for the time nature lost the
previous day. Damp ground again turned muddy, and Schicksal wore a rubber
raincoat with a hood over her uniform from the moment she woke. After lunch,
she joined General Dreschner on the outskirts of the village. Silb's main road
wound out from between the trees and descended down a gentle slope to
an ample grassy meadow, one of many shallow dips in the terrain that
became long uninterrupted puddles whenever it rained. Together the General
and Radio Officer tramped through mud and grass to the edge of the
woods and pulled up their binoculars, watching for traffic on the submerged
road.


In the distance they spotted the
convoy, cordially on time, an eight-wheeled armored car and a pair of motorcycles
leading several trucks, some covered, many not, carrying crates of precious,
coveted food, fuel and parts -- and men. Water displaced at their sides as they
struggled through the knee-deep puddle. A vast column of vehicles headed
north along the road, most bypassing Silb, but every so often a few split
from the convoy and turned onto the grass. These struggled through water very
slightly deeper than on the road and then took the muddy slope up into Silb.
Panzergrenadier guards ushered them in.


"Those motorcycle troops are part
of the 14th Jager. They made it all the way here. I guess Baumgartener's doing
us a favor again." Schicksal said, putting down her binoculars.


"He ill deserved the treatment he
received from me." Dreschner solemnly said.


Several battalions of men were finally
trickling up from Shaila, fully rested and reequipped to continue the fight.
Among them were elements of the Grenadier divisions Spoor had his eyes on a few
days ago. Though it had been spontaneous and sloppy, the new Ayvartan offensive
gave the higher-ups the impetus to send whatever was ready to push out from the
static bridgeheads along the Sandari. Though they did not yet have their whole
Divisions available, these various battalions that now traveled up the road, in
the tens and twenties of men on the backs of several-ton trucks, made up more
than a Regiment.


For almost an hour under the rain they
watched the string of vehicles headed north. Then they spotted the tail end of
the convoy -- a heavy-duty tank transporter escorted by some light tanks.
The transporter was like a convoy onto itself, composed of a six-wheeled truck
in front towing several connected beds in between, and followed by
another truck in the back, helping push the weight. It was an arrangement
known as a road train. Under the tarps covering each of the
beds, Schicksal supposed that the road train carried crates of parts, covered
benches full of necessary personnel, tied-up prototype hulls and weapons.


Everything was marked in big, clear
letters, visible with the binoculars: Wa Prüf 6.


"Well, here they are!"
Schicksal said. She felt a surge of excitement. Who knew what strange
wonder-weapons they would get to field? Maybe even a ray gun like
in the pulps?


Perhaps she was being simple, but the
Wa Prüf 6 was a welcome injection of new complexity into the stolid
routine Silb was settling on; much like its antecedent Captain Skoniec.


General Dreschner, however, was not so
excited to see them swerving in.


"Let us pray we are worthy of
pulling the sword from their stone." He said.


Schicksal looked at the General in his
sullen face and tried to smile.


"Are you feeling ill sir? Is the
dampness getting you down again?" She said.


Dreschner shook his head. He dropped
his binoculars, leaving them to hang from their leather strap, and got
down to one knee, staring down the meadow with his own eyes. Schicksal knelt
and drew closer to him, watching as the road grew silent again.


"I've been thinking about my
conduct recently, Schicksal, and none too fondly. I have made mistakes and I am
not sure if I have the right attitude to correct them."


"I'm sorry to hear that sir. If
it helps, I think you've got what it takes to fix anything."


He smiled suddenly, and he even
chuckled a little to himself at her words.


"It was you who prompted me to
think this way, Mäuschen. Your way of being."


"Me, sir?" Schicksal was
taken aback. In her mind, she had always thought the General considered himself
somewhat above her. Sure, he recognized her usefulness as an assistant and
communications officer, and he liked to have her gather information in his
stead for convenience. She knew that he liked to talk to her -- he
probably found it refreshing to hear easy words from someone uncomplicated
and rustic like her.


"As much as I pay attention to the
men, I have not been ignoring you." He replied.


Her heart went into high gear; surely
he wasn't really evaluating her? He can't have been looking to her in any way;
he was a General! She was just a radio girl to him, she thought! She certainly
didn't have any expertise that could compliment his own. She knew how many
vacuum tubes the FFA3 radio possessed but that was all rote memory from
booklets. It was useless. What else did she know? She didn't know anything but
frivolities.


Dreschner let her stew in silence for
a while. When next he spoke up, he looked directly at her first, and caught her
glass-eyed in a fit of paralyzing self-reflection. She barely heard him at
first, she was so out of it. "I value your humility; your
level-headedness. You have a grounded perspective that a man in command too
easily loses. When I first met you I thought you were aloof, but you are
pragmatic -- excuse me if I assume too much."


It was strange for Schicksal to hear
someone talking about her, from the outside-in. Someone
who wasn't her, appraising her, appreciating her. She couldn't even tell
whether she thought his words were true. She considered her own evaluations of
herself suddenly unreliable. Her boss noticed her! He was talking so frankly to
her!


"Thank you sir. I will try my
best to keep being pragmatic for you." She said.


Try my best to keep pragmatic? Agh, she sounded like such a crumb!


But Dreschner was staring down the
meadow now, off in his own world.


"I have forgotten the humility,
the curiosity, that I had as an enlisted man."


He sighed deeply again and segued into
a helpless, frustrated grunt.


"I'm sorry, it is my nerves, and
probably this cold. I am rambling."


"I'm always ready to listen to
your rambling nerves, sir." Schicksal said.


Dreschner nodded his head once. He
stood from the mud and grass and extended a hand to Schicksal. She took it, and
he pulled her up to her feet with a hearty tug.


"Keep learning, Mäuschen. I
want to call on that learning some day."


He doubled back to the village. It
took Schicksal a few moments, rolling that statement around in her mind, before
she realized she was being left behind. She rushed behind the General,
wondering what he could mean by that.


 




















27. The Drake Given Fangs In Benghu


 


 45th of the Aster's Gloom, 2030
D.C.E


Dbagbo Dominance -- Village of Benghu


Everything
with four wheels was committed to the war effort in Dbagbo, so Farwah got
around the village in an artillery tractor. He left it parked in
a meadow downhill from the school, and Naya saw it as she walked down the
slope. Atop two full-length tracks with five road wheels each sat a metal cab
that looked as if taken directly from a Rompo truck, and behind it
a short wooden bed, the right size for four or five people or a few
crates.


Naya climbed
on the passenger side and settled onto her metal seat. Farwah sat behind the
steering sticks and pedals. He pushed the windshield and window glasses out, so
that they stuck up and let fresh air into the cabin. When he started the engine
it made a series of choking noises before it ultimately settled into a
consistent low buzzing noise.


"We'll
be travelling at a brisk 33 kilometers per hour." Farwah said. His voice
had a lukewarm tone, quite unexcited. "We should reach the workshop in 30
minutes or so."


"Will
we return in the evening for dinner or will we set up at the shop?"
Naya asked.


"We
have food and lodging enough for you, but if you want to return I can drive
you--"


"No,
no! It'll be fine. I'll stay with you all." Naya said. "Nice
tractor by the way."


Farwah
blinked. "It is a Tokolosh artillery tractor. It's actually a
prototype."


Naya smiled
and knocked on the metal. "Working with some neat stuff huh?"


Farwah
nodded his head. He turned his attention forward, and worked the sticks,
putting the tractor in reverse away from the slope and then setting off down
the field.


Benghu was
a town of decent size as far as its population was concerned, but it
was spread out between the main town areas on the open terrain farther to the
south, the school to the northeast, and an additional populated area to the
west around the village train station. Benghu's southern hamlets were
separated from Chanda and the train station district by a broad stretch of
meadow itself divided by shallow, sparely wooded hills. Thicker woodland
ringed the village to the east and west, channeling traffic through the area.


Chanda's
buildings and its track were located on a fairly shallow hill, perhaps ten
meters above the adjacent eastern half of the meadow that was a few kilometers
wide and several more long. A small wooded series of little hills visible from
Chanda split the broader meadow into two halves. As they departed, Farwah
headed northeast, past the damp, green meadows, around the shoulder of Chanda's
hilly campus, and into the heart of the wood.


Naya
watched the world slide gently away as the tractor navigated the terrain. She
used to live in the little community around the train station. She heard the
train coming in every few days, bringing in food and materials from the south
for the canteen and factory, and leaving with textiles and lumber and fish
from the village, bound for the north.


Everything
around her was so familiar; she could insert herself anywhere she looked.


Benghu
would have been mostly unchanged, save for the war and what it brought.
Chanda, the town, the meadows, everything was unchanged enough these past few
years that she found it hard to suppress the unwanted memory of her
follies.


"So
how does this research, workshop, engineering place work?" Naya asked, pausing
between the various descriptors Farwah had used so far. She tried to act a
little cute about it. In a way this was a chance to build a healthy rep.
"Never done union stuff."


Farwah
replied dispassionately. "We're not technically union,
at least not on the whole. We're a testing unit, Vijaya, affiliated
with the MAW mechanical works union but also with the army. Right now
we just help test and maintain early production vehicles.
Primary assembly is done in Chayat and Jomba, and then models are field
tested in various places under the supervision of a design engineer and a
political officer."


"You're
KVW aren't you? I can see it in your eyes, that red ring." Naya asked.


"Well,
KVW is an affiliation; so at the moment, I am not a part of the KVW."


Naya
crossed her arms and smiled mischievously. "Well, if you say so."


She could
understand his reticence. After all there were rumors of significant
political turmoil in Solstice at the moment. But he had to know that nobody was
going to buy his act -- nobody was going to take his "affiliation"
excuse for granted. Perhaps he just didn't care. She supposed he was there for
security. MAW probably required the KVW around to guard its prototypes, because
the KVW were known to be loyal and reliable, and would never spill its secrets.
Or maybe it was the other way around and the KVW required MAW to take its
agents in exchange for help realizing their prototypes and keeping them secure.


Either way,
Naya had no choice in the matter. She put it all out of her mind.


"You
must know by now that I haven't got any mechanical experience." Naya said.


"We
don't need any." Farwah said. "We just need a gunner, our last one
was hurt--"


Naya stared
at him and held up her hands as if defending herself. "Hurt how?"


"During
testing a gun's breech-block became unstable and dislodged a part into the crew
compartment. It struck him in the chest. He'll be fine -- nothing fatal at
all."


"How
big was the gun?" Naya asked, trying to imagine the sequence of events.


"It
was a 122mm but don't worry, we've scrapped it since then." Farwah said.


Naya
suddenly felt somewhat less excited about the job she was taking on.


The
Tokolosh veered off the meadow and plunged deep into the forest. Following
a muddy path, shaded by the overgrown canopies of trees wrapped in the
forest's damp green tangle, the tractor made its way through indistinct
verdure for several minutes. Naya spotted a few animals in the lush
underbrush, and birds and lizards hanging from the vines and the wildly
curling branches stretching from tree to tree. She had barely seen a creature
alive other than humans since the invasion began, not even birds in the sky.
She wondered if they had sensed the danger and left without warning them.
Escaped to sanctuaries like the forests around Benghu, thick and (mostly)
empty.


At the end
of the path there was a clearing covered by several camouflage nets,
entwined in branches and leaves to try to mimic the surrounding canopy. A
little village of improvised lodgings occupied the clearing, built from
tent canvas and sandbags and tin sheets. A half-dozen people stood in a chow
line in front of a big kitchen tent, while a dozen others worked on tool
stations or patrolled the perimeter with submachine guns in hand.


She saw a
few red ringed eyes on guards and laborers as the tractor drove past.


One
particular building stood out as having more effort put into it. This
was a tin building, large and square with a flat roof, visible
wooden supports on the walls and corners, and a sliding tin doorway with a
chain. It lay at the center of the encampment like a sun, the tents orbiting.
Naya guessed that was where they kept the important machines and the tools and
parts for them -- safely out of the elements, locked up and accountable for.


Farwah
drove slowly around the building and around the back of the encampment.


Three
half-tracked utility trucks were parked in a line just outside the
clearing and under the natural canopy of the trees. One was equipped with
a large tank of water on its bed; a second bore the weight of a
large armored enclosure topped with a circular radio aerial, a command
post; the third half-track was the ordinary Sharabha carrier, with enough space
for over twenty men and women, its side panels holding up a canvas that covered
the utility bed and a small steel platform from which a light machine gunner
could shoot.


Farwah
parked the Tokolosh tractor beside the half-tracks and sounded the horn.


"Follow
me. We'll meet with the chief engineer and the politruk." Farwah said.


"Politruk?"


"Political
officer. A Military Council observer is required to report on
projects."


Naya nodded
silently and with a little trepidation she dismounted the vehicle.


Together
they walked along the southern edge of the camp, to a large green
tent pitched opposite the workshop and partially enclosed in sandbags. Farwah
announced their presence in a restrained tone of voice and pulled up the tent
flap for Naya. The inside was roomy. There was a table, several chairs,
and a desk stacked with radio equipment.


Waiting in
the tent were the two women in charge of the encampment. Naya took in a breath
and waited for them to approach first. She had to be respectful in a new base.


"Dr.
Vimala Ravan," stood first and out front, an eyecatching, mature
woman with pleasantly wavy honey-blond hair and blue eyes, and a
lightly freckled, soft brown complexion. She spoke her name in a
slow, self-indulgent tone with a delicate smile.


"I'm
Private Naya Ouddeai, ma'am!" Naya introduced herself quickly and tried
not to stammer or blush. She had not expected the chief engineer to be
so-- comely.


Chief
Ravan casually plucked a cigarette from her lips and balanced it
between two fingers, while extending her other hand to Naya and
exchanging a vigorous shake.


"Pleased
to meet you! I'm elated to have a new gunner. I looked at the reserves files of
every neighboring village and you seemed perfect, and conveniently close,
so I sent Farwah to get you. I also read about your recent misfortunes.
Condolences for your unit. How are you feeling dear?" As she spoke a
little smoke seeped from her lips. Her white coat, red dress shirt, undone
buttons and tie, black skirt and black seamed leggings, accented by the
glossy red lipstick and purple eyeshadow on her face, made her
seem both messy and elegant all at once. Naya was absorbed in the
moment, the words more a sweet song than a message.


In Naya's
mind she became a cigarette-and-roses scented queen of a tin castle.


"I'm
Naya, ma'am!" Naya said again, suddenly and awkwardly. Her head blanked.


Chief
Ravan chuckled. "Ah, well, I bet that's a good condition to be in,
sweetie."


Naya felt
like sinking into a hole with embarrassment. She had opened her mouth without
thinking at all because her puerile imagination was running away with
her. She had wanted to come off as energetic and positive and instead just
looked stupid!


Farwah
stared vacantly as if he had seen nothing -- that at least was reassuring.


"Now
then, I'll yield the floor to our commissar, but first," Chief Ravan
started waving her index finger at herself beckoning Naya, who at first
interpreted the gesture in a puerile way and stood motionless. But then
she realized that the Chief just wanted her to bow her head, and she
complied. Chief Ravan slipped a pair of headphones over her head and clipped a
little tank crew radio microphone to the collar of her uniform jacket.


She then
half-turned, smiled and made a strange hand gesture to her companion.


A woman
wearing a similar headset waved from the table behind Ravan.


She stood from
the table but maintained her distance. "Can you hear me?"


Naya heard
a soft, sweet voice in her ear through the wireless headphone set.


"I am
Captain Dhorsha Rajagopal. Before we continue: how's the volume?"


Naya
self-consciously pulled her collar up. "I can hear you Captain."


"Don't
tug your shirt," Chief Ravan said, "it's not necessary.
Speak casually."


"Alright."
Naya let go of her shirt and simply spoke. "I can hear you Captain."


Captain
Rajagopal nodded and approached, periodically tapping the ground with a
long green cane. She made her way to Ravan's side, and handed her the cane for
her to temporarily hold. The Captain then smiled and extended both of her hands
to Naya.


"I am
pleased to meet you, Private Oueddai. I'm the political officer in this unit,
but please don't fret. I trust we will be great comrades in the time to
come." She said.


Naya
extended a hand, and the Captain took it with both of her own, and felt the
palm and knuckles with her fingers. Naya was sure her cheeks had exploded into
red as the captain's bare fingers pressed on her and felt her skin. Just as
with the Doctor, Naya felt quite taken by the Commissar. It was hard not to,
when locked in such a sentimental gesture.


"I
salute you and your comrades, Private. Thanks to your gallantry at the border
battle, the Territorial Army has bought enough time to mount a defense of
Shebelle, and maybe hold the line at Dbagbo. I hope that we can maintain a
united front there."


Naya nodded
dimly at her, trying to part the fog in her head. She could see the
woman's lips moving when she spoke, and she thought she heard tiny
whispering and intakes of breath, but she couldn't hear the words clearly
except through the radio headset.


The Captain
had her own set of headphones, thicker than Naya's, and a microphone extending
from a choker on her neck. A slack cable ran from the choker to her headset and
also down her uniform to a green portable radio box belted to her hip.


Naya looked
her up and down as subtly as she could, perhaps a bit star-struck.


Dressed in
the impressive black and red dress uniform of a Military Councilor, with
its peaked cap and golden epaulettes, Captain Rajagopal projected an air
of orderly elegance and maturity all her own. Her hair was arranged in a
neck-length bob, cut perfectly even on the sides and back, with her fringe
divided in half and swept to either side. Heterochromic eyes,
one blue and the other a bright green, struck a contrast with her
deep brown skin.


"My blue eye
is blind," Captain Rajagopal said sweetly, "my green one
close to it."


"Are
you also hard of hearing ma'am?" Naya said, feeling a bit oafish for
asking.


"Quite,"
replied the Captain, "but I can read lips if people are close enough to me
and speak casually. Furthermore this handy short-range radio system helps me
communicate enough for work. I can speak, but it is difficult for me to
raise my voice."


She raised
one hand and made a few signs with the fingers. Naya didn't understand, and
looked helplessly to Farwah and then to Chief Ravan in turn for an explanation.


"She
just signed to say, 'I can also speak sign language.'" Chief Ravan
said.


Naya
nodded. "Sorry, Captain! I'll try to learn it too when I am able!"


"Do
not feel pressured to, Private Oueddai." Captain Rajagopal replied. She
rubbed her fingers over Naya's knuckles again and smiled at her. "You have
somewhat rough hands. I get a thorny feeling; but I can tell you're soft on the
inside." She added.


"Thank
you." Naya said. She felt a momentary panic at the thought of being read
through, but naturally the Captain had no preternatural ability to tell
her demeanor.


When their
hands parted, Ravan returned her cane. The Captain thanked her.


"Anyway,
introductions done -- I'm sure you met Farwah, right?" Chief Ravan
glanced briefly at the boy and he nodded his head quietly. She nodded back.
"Good, good. So, Private Oueddai, henceforth, you're part of a testing
battalion, and that entails a few things."


Chief
Ravan reached into her white coat and produced an extendable stick. She patted
Naya on the shoulder with it, and pointed it out of the tent. Naya winced
reflexively.


"This
site is called Camp Vijaya because we are
here to win! But mostly what we will do is not win, but write reports."
Chief Ravan smiled mischievously. "We brought you here to perform
gunnery and write gunnery reports. You will write reports on so many
things! It'll be like school again. When you use a machine in this camp, Naya
Oueddai, you will do so with your brain as in tune with its surroundings as possible."
She started making such impassioned hand gestures that Naya thought she was
going to hit her with the extendable stick, and shied a few steps away. Ravan
continued. "I want every detail of your experience."


"When
you shoot a gun, sweet Naya, I want to know -- what was the grip like? How much
did the trigger yield? How were the vibrations in the turret? What did you
smell? Did the recoil disseminate through your body in part, in whole? How was
the noise? How heavy did the shell feel? How heavy was the shell in actuality?
What was your experience with the gun sights? Are you feeling sick? And that's
just the gun. I'm also interested in the turret! Was it cramped? How
comfortable was your seat? Did the spent shells fall neatly into the case
basket? Do you feel any prolonged back-ache? I'm forgetting some things,
surely. But I believe I have made my point clear. Thorough feedback is essential."
She said the last word in such a sultry tone of voice that Naya would have
describe her as thirsty for feedback.


"Oh my!
Did you get all of that, Private?" Captain Rajagopal added sweetly.


"Yes
ma'am!" Naya replied, almost dizzy from the barrage of
theoretical questions.


"Well
that is good. I have only one important rule for you. You see, perhaps
regrettably, I must inform you that if you leak any confidential
information outside of this camp, you will be punished very severely."
Captain Rajagopal said, patting Naya on the shoulder.


Naya smiled
awkwardly back. This lady had some hidden depths under that hat!


"Don't
worry, that has never happened." Farwah said, raising his hands a little.


"You're
more likely to be injured by raw prototypes than our time-tested and lovely
commissar." Chief Ravan said, patting Captain Rajagopal on the
shoulder.


Naya did
not find that reassuring at all, but she kept flashing them a fake smile.


After the
introductions and her impassioned speech, Chief Ravan took Naya by the
shoulder and pushed her gently out of the tent, walking behind her and leading
her toward the building in the center with Farwah and Captain Rajagopal in tow.
Naya stood in front of the sliding tin door, and Farwah took the handle and
pulled it open for her, slowly revealing the spacious interior of the camp's
workshop. Two monumental objects, rendered amorphous by the amount of
tarps covering them, prominently occupied the sides of the room.


There was a
large work space between them. A tracked crane tank was parked in the back
and several wheeled drawers lay about where they were last left, each
presumably full of tools. Everywhere the floor was a mess of scattered
miscellaneous parts: rolls of track links, spare wheels, anonymous bolts
and rivets meant for ancestors-know-what, large, barrel-less
cannon blocks, spent shell casings, bulbs for headlights, ripped out
periscope parts and more. It was dusty and oily and grimy everywhere and a mild
chemical smell lingered inside.


"Don't
worry about the stains and the smell, most of it's
petrol, paint and solvents."


Ravan
walked past the door with her hands in her pockets and her cigarette between
her teeth. She stepped nonchalantly over a black puddle in her high-heeled
pumps, standing beside the shortest of the two massive
objects. Whereas the other one was almost four meters tall, the one next to
Chief Ravan was maybe 2.5 meters. She ripped the tarps off the object
with a flourish, and looked back over her shoulder with a smile.


"Voici!" Chief Ravan declared.
"Mon œuvre
maîtresse!"


Naya had
only barely interacted with Goblin tanks in the past, but she had been given a
run-down on the kinds of tanks active in Battlegroup Rhino, and there was no
tank in that briefing that was quite like this one. Naya knew tanks well enough
-- she had to in order to kill them. This one was no Goblin; it was a tank, a
real, substantial battle tank.


It was obvious
now why there were so many "unaffiliated" KVW in the camp.


Even to the
naked, untrained eye this would have been a much more robust machine than a
Goblin. Though noticeably a stouter tank than the Goblin, it was wider but
not that much taller, and it had a long, sleek, streamlined profile overall. It
looked efficient rather than heavy. A sloped, thick glacis plate tapered
sharply at the level of the track idler -- on Goblins this plate was flat, and
practically shouted at the enemy 'shoot here for a perfect angle.' Goblins had
turret rings so tall they were almost a pedestal the turret sat on -- this
tank's thick, hexagonal turret sat right on the hull center. Five substantial
road wheels, along with an idler and a return roller, gave the treads a more
robust appearance, covered at the top by a thicker track guard
tapering over the front, offering better protection for the idler.


And of
course the gun -- oh what a gun it was! Naya thought it must have been at least
three meters in length, and the bore looked to be at least 100 mm in diameter.
It dwarfed any tank weapon Naya had seen, on either an Ayvartan or Nochtish
tank.


This was
technology that was perhaps unmatched in the world, not just in Ayvarta.


She looked
at it with her mouth hanging open, taking dazed steps into the workshop.
This vehicle was tapping into something at the core of her being. She could not
help but to think that this was a vehicle that could cause the world to
quake under its tracks.


"It's
amazing!" She said aloud, clapping her hands. "Never seen anything
like it!"


Naya rushed
to the side of the tank, looking at the treads, at the gun, at the glacis.


"Like
your new pal? This is the RKS-57-P. I call it the Raktapata."
Chief Ravan said.


Still
dumbstruck by the craftsmanship and the unique qualities of the design, Naya
spoke without tearing her eyes from the machine. "Ma'am, did you invent
all this?"


Chief Ravan
crossed her arms and laughed a self-indulgent little oh ho
ho.


"Tanks
are designed by committee, dear! I was primarily responsible for the hull
design. Still, I consider this Raktapata my baby nonetheless; I've made some
tweaks."


She pointed
out the gun mantlet. "It was originally supposed to carry the 57mm
high-velocity gun, but I've been trying to go up from that. I know we can do
better!"


Touching
the smooth green hull, Naya felt more excited than she had been in years.


"How
successful have you been so far?" Naya asked, peering over the tank.


"Thoroughly
unsuccessful," chirped Captain Rajagopal's voice from the headset.


Naya looked
over her shoulder; the Captain and Farwah waved from the entrance.


Chief Ravan
frowned and poked at the collar of her coat. "Have some faith!"


Laughing a
little, the Captain approached, Farwah in tow, and everyone gathered around the
tank. Naya almost felt like asking to climb on, but showed restraint.


"Our
tests at this point will focus primarily on the gun." Captain Rajagopal
said.


Naya
nodded. "I'm ready to go at any time!" She said. She felt a thrill in
the tips of her feet as though she could jump five meters in the air. She
wanted inside that tank!


"Your
enthusiasm is appreciated." replied the Captain. "For today, however,
you should just get situated. Have some food, put up a tent; we can resume work
tomorrow."


Chief Ravan
sighed audibly into the radio and clicked her heels in frustration.


"Ma'am--
but I would rather have a task today, if it's all the same!" Naya said.


Captain
Rajagopal smiled, reached into her coat, and withdrew a pair of little books.


"Here's
some literature. Brush up on the revolutionary science, for today."


She pressed
the books into Naya's hand and closed her hands around them.


Naya stared
at the books despondently but said nothing at all about them.


* * *


There was
a good spot at the edge of the camp where a tree grew low enough and lean
enough to come in under the camouflage nets and provide a bit of natural cover.


Naya
settled under it and started putting down the posts and stakes to stretch and
hold her green canvas tent in place. After pitching her tent, she crawled
inside. She laid on her back, feeling the individual bumps of the uneven earth
beneath the canvas floor.


Looking at
the stitched roof seam, she smiled a little to herself. It was
peaceful here. Back at the battery command near the border she slept in a
barracks and it was always noisy and she never had privacy. This reminded her a
lot of being back in school.


For better
and for worse, but she could endure the latter for the former.


Outside,
the grass rustled as someone came closer. Naya turned around on the floor.


Farwah
arrived with a big steaming metal mug in one hand and a big bag in the other.
She crawled out to meet him, her upper body half out of the tent. He knelt
and handed her the mug. She ate on her belly like a snake, kicking
her legs up and down. She drank the pea soup in big, hungry sips,
nibbled on the cheese cubes, and took a bite out of the flatbread crisps that
had been dipped into the mug. It was all just a little bland.


Farwah dropped
the large green bag beside the tent and sat down on a stump nearby.


"I
went and got you some camp essentials, since I saw you setting up your
tent."


"How
thoughtful!" Naya said. She gave him a thumbs-up. "You're a true
comrade!"


He withdrew
a bedroll from the bag and dropped it on the ground; he was not so nonchalant
when he withdrew few packs of clothing, including an underwear bundle.
These he picked up with a bit of reticence and deposited them very gingerly.


"Standard
sizes. Ask the supply officer Devaki if they don't fit properly." He said.


"I
will." Naya replied, pulling the two bundles into her tent and
setting them aside. "Hey, you've been here longer than me, give me a
little orientation. Anything I should know?"


"We
wake up every morning at 0600 for breakfast." Farwah said. He seemed to
give little consideration before deciding to offer that piece of
information. Naya chuckled.


"Do
you have to do a lot of work around here? Is it really grueling?" She
asked.


"I
would characterize it as calm. Unless there's a test, we all work at our own
pace."


"That's
good to hear. You're an engineer right? So what do you do specifically?"


She thought
she was pushing her luck with the small talk, but Farwah was unmoved. She tried
to read his reactions, though he had very little visible reflex. His vacant
expression never changed, and he answered every question calm and politely.


"Mainly
I work as a mechanic. I help with repairs and maintenance. But I also run
errands when they're needed, because there's never that much repair work to
do."


Naya held
her head in her hands and tipped it to one side. "How good are you?"


Farwah
paused for a moment. He raised a finger to his chin. "I would say I am
still learning, but I can perform field maintenance on vehicles like the
Raktapata and Tokolosh."


"Ah,
that's handy-- I take it then you're the Raktapata's driver, too?" Naya
said.


Farwah
nodded. "We have a few capable drivers, but I'm usually the test
driver."


Naya
nodded. She supposed she would be taking the seat over him in the tank
then.


"That's
neat. You know, I was around mechanical work a lot as a kid." Naya said.


"Interesting.
You told me you had no experience before." Farwah said.


"Well,
not first-hand. Nothing I can put in a union reference sheet or something. But
my parents are engineers." Naya said. "I was really fond of machines
as a kid, but you know, the heart wavers and all. It's odd to find myself here
now to be honest."


"I
understand perfectly. When I was a child, I wanted to be a railroad worker. Now
I'd very much rather not do that. Where are your parents right now?"
Farwah said


"Not
around." Naya said. She punctuated it by cocking a little smile.


It helped
that Farwah was tactful enough to move on. "I can't say something like 'I
think you'd like it here' because I truly don't know. But I don't find it
displeasing."


"Facts
are important, huh." Naya said, looking at him with her fists against her
cheeks.


He nodded.
"In the spirit of camaraderie, what would you say to your own
questions?"


Naya held
out one hand, wiggling her fingers. "I'm an average girl dreaming of love."


"Fair
enough." Farwah replied. He averted his eyes a little awkwardly.


Farwah left
soon after, and Naya was left to her own devices for the rest of the day. She
lined up for dinner, walked around the perimeter, and then went back to her
tent. After 1900 all lights had to go off, except for dim electric torches. She
laid on her back, and read about dialectical materialism out of a cheap paper
pamphlet with choppy type.


It was an
excuse not to think about the real answers to her own questions.


About the
selfishness and the cowardice she hid behind a flighty smile.


A voice
hissed in the back of her head. When will you run from here too?


 


46th of the Aster's Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


Dbagbo Dominance -- Camp Vijaya


Because of the
surrounding forest, the elevation of the ground toward the east and the
camouflage net, Camp Vijaya was still rather gloomy at 0600. This made it easy
to sleep in; so Naya slept in. She muttered to herself, twenty more minutes,
and snuggled up against a bundle of her clothes that she had brought into her
sleeping bag for comfort. She smiled, a genuine smile, brought on by holding
something warm while half-asleep.


Then
at 0633, a severe and impassioned bugling erupted just outside
of her tent.


Naya jerked
away and crawled half out of the tent, her naked lower body still inside the
sleeping bag. She was wearing nothing but a one piece lavsan-fiber
combat bra. There was a dull aching in her body, punctuated by very sudden
bursts of pain in her joints that came and went as she maneuvered herself
around in the fog of half-awake cognition.


Outside she
found herself staring at a dark green pants leg and black shoes.


She looked
up and found a giant of a woman looking down at her with a brass horn.


"It's
0634! Time to get up! I'm not gonna have two breakfast shifts in a row!"
She said.


Naya nodded
dimly and started to extract herself from the tent. The woman shouted.


"Put
some clothes on first!" She said, bowing down and pushing Naya into the
tent.


Back
inside, Naya dressed sloppily in a clean white shirt and green uniform.
She slapped her garrison cap on over her head, and then crawled back out
and labored to stand.


Tapping her
feet just outside the tent, the young woman with the bugle didn't look so huge
when both of them were standing, but she was still almost two meters tall.
She was statuesque: tall, with a good figure, and probably pretty fit
under the uniform.


"Private
Naya Oueddai." Naya said softly, introducing herself through a yawn.


Opposite
her, the woman's golden eyes were half-closed and her thin brows
downturned. Her thin lips were curled into a frown. A tiny twitch shook
her light olive skin and the smooth features of her face. Even the high,
voluminous, brown ponytail on her head, tied with a silky brown scarf,
seemed to twitch like an angry tail in Naya's eyes. When she introduced herself
her tone was curt and her voice a little deep, maybe in anger, maybe not.


"Private
Karima Faizan. Come on, you have dishes to do, Lila's got her hands full."


Naya blinked
and stared, still half-asleep and uncomprehending of her demands.


Karima took
her by the hand and pulled her along. Naya silently complied, her head not
fully switched on. They walked to the other side of the camp, behind the chow
line and into the back of a big tent beside which the water half-track was
parked. Inside the tent there was a standard field kitchen, with burners, a
stove, cracked-open crates of food, most of it packaged or preserved in various
ways -- and a big stack of dirty dishes inside of a big metal storage basin.
Ahead of them, behind the kitchen counter, a nymph-like young woman
with a white apron over her uniform and a white cap over blunt cut blond
hair served the day's breakfast staples to a crowd: a flatbread with paste-like
curried vegetables or a lentil stew, milky yogurt with added fruit jelly as a
drink, and a grape semolina halva dessert.


When she
heard Karima come stomping into the kitchen tent, the young breakfast girl
turned from the line and started scolding. "Karima, don't treat
her so roughly! She's new and honestly you should just do her shift for
today. Don't take things out on her."


"I'm
not!" Karima said. She parted through her swept bangs with a finger
during the scolding, and cast her eyes at the floor, like a child met with the
rhetorical force of an adult.


Naya raised
her hand, a somewhat dim expression on her face, like a drunken smile.


"Where
am I right now?" She asked through another involuntary yawn.


Karima and
the serving girl looked at her, one scowling, the other amused.


"I'll
take her shift but just this once. She better pull herself together."
Karima said.


"Thank
you, you're a real sweetie, Karima." the serving girl said.


"It's
not like I'm doing anything special." Karima replied. She heaved the metal
basin full of dishes and took it outside with her head up high as if turning up
her nose.


Naya stood
there staring. Her head was thick as the forest and her thoughts as lost
in it as the camp was. She stood around uncomprehendingly for a moment, until
the serving girl waved at her to come up front to the chow line. Naya ambled
forward, and the girl pressed a little bottle into her hands. Unthinkingly,
Naya removed the stopper and drank. A hot, disgusting, slimy liquid
trailed down her throat, burning all the way.


Suddenly
everything in her body woke at once, mostly in shock and disgust.


"It's
cayenne and tumeric and garlic. Wake up and lend a hand, please."


In her own
way this serving girl was as rough as Karima was! Naya quickly complied.
There were a dozen people still lined up, waiting patiently for food. Most of
them had the red rings around their eyes and the vacant stares like Farwah --
they were eerily noticeable in the morning gloom. But not all of them had
the rings; there were some ordinary folks among them. Everyone had a tray
in their hands. Naya stood at her side and helped spoon in the lentils and
yogurt, while the girl laid down flatbread and halva. With two people, the line
thinned very quickly, and new arrivals started being fed as soon as they arrived
at the tent. While she worked Naya heard water gushing from the
half-track's tank behind the tent, as well as Karima's loud grumbling whenever
the water subsided.


At
around 0710 they had fed everyone and stood around waiting for any
stragglers.


"Chow
line opens at 0620 or so, depending on preparations; it closes at 0700 but we
don't want to be cruel to anyone who might have missed a chance to eat
warm."


Naya
nodded. She extended her hand to shake, hoping to put a good foot
forward.


"Naya
Oueddai. Private. Sorry for the trouble. I'll be more alert in the
future!"


"I'm
Private Lila Bennewitz." the girl said. "Very pleased to
meet you Naya."


Naya
suddenly honed in on her features, her skin, her eyes.
She said nothing, because she didn't want to put her foot in her mouth a second
time and look insensitive by asking Lila if she was Nochtish,
the way she had asked Farwah if he was Svechthan. It would be an
especially sensitive subject for Lila given the current conditions -- but
that kind of foreign surname really stood out. Naya smiled and they shook hands
like comrades.


"You
did a good job! Tomorrow it'll be someone else's shift. I'll get you a copy of
the camp schedules ASAP. Every Private has a shift doing camp jobs, since
the officers and the engineers have their hands full between all the tests,
preparations, reports--"


"Is
she mad? Karima, I mean." Naya interrupted, whispering and covering her
mouth. She looked over her shoulder and could see Karima furiously scrubbing
trays.


"She's
always mad." Lila giggled. "Don't mind her, she truly means
well."


"I'm
sure she does. Should I go help her, you think?" Naya asked.


"Oh no. No no." Lila withdrew
a tray from the stack, handed Naya some breakfast. "I'll help her. You
stay here, eat this, and serve anyone. You can leave in fifteen or so."


With a
cheerful wave, Lila skipped out of the tent. Still holding her tray, Naya
watched from afar as she loomed over Karima, patted her shoulders, tweaked her ponytail. In response, Karima scrubbed more
furiously and completely ignored her presence.


Naya smiled
and wondered if she could become friends like that sometime.


* * *


A
dispassionate, off-key bugle call sounded repeatedly through the middle of the
forest.


Karima
stood despondent and helpless while Chief Ravan made a nuisance of herself
with the instrument. After about a minute of blowing fruitlessly into the
brass, she nonchalantly gave it back. Karima wiped it off with a clean
handkerchief, and played the correct call.


"Anyway!"
Chief Ravan called out after a few notes. "We will now begin the
first test of the Raktapata Medium Tank with the hundred millimeter KnK-10
high-velocity gun!


A little
after noon the testing unit had left the camp on the Sharabha half-track.
Farwah and Naya towed the Raktapata using the Tokolosh tractor. Driving
eastward through rough terrain and thick jungle, the convoy eventually reached
a perfect spot at a somewhat clearer area of the wood. Though there were still
several trees, but they had big roots and thick trunks and created a lot of space
between themselves. There was a clear firing range of several hundred meters
that they could exploit, and it was all under canopy cover.


Vehicles
parked, and the crews dismounted. Now everyone made ready for the tests.


Captain
Rajagopal and Chief Ravan stood off to the side while Naya and Farwah
unhitched the Raktapata and climbed inside. Lila was also there as a first
response medic, holding a bag with a red cross on it just in case.
Karima played the role of bugler. There was a small squadron of gendarmes
with submachine guns patrolling the forest. They had red rings around their
eyes too, quite easily visible if you were near them.


Naya felt a
thrill standing beside the Raktapata. It was a titan of a machine. She had
seen the insides of cars, locomotives, and even an old airplane once
during a trip. In training she had seen the interior of a Goblin, as well as
diagrams of an enemy M2 Ranger. She had climbed into a Goblin turret and shot a
few rounds. But this was a different beast.


She felt
equal parts excited and anxious to be involved with a machine like this.


There was a
voice in her head telling her it was too much, that she would fail and she
should run, but she didn't listen to it. This time was different. She ran toward the
tank.


Farwah
climbed inside through a front hatch, while Naya took a running leap onto the
track, climbed on the turret and dropped herself in from the top hatch.
There were separate hatches for the commander and for the gunner, because the
massive breech and the slide plates of the 100 mm gun almost divided the
turret into neat halves. There was a cushioned seat to the
left for the gunner, and further up and to the far right was the
commander's seat. Farwah sat further down and front, in a chair under a thick
hatch that blended into the hull roof plate. Naya could see some of him if she
leaned quite far down from her seat.


She waved
at him eagerly, and he turned around and waved back.


Ravan was
right to seek people of a specific size -- Farwah fit comfortably, but he was
less than 170 cm tall. Naya was around 172, and she figured she was just about
the cutoff to fit comfortably in the gunner's seat. Her commander would have to
be a little smaller. Captain Rajagopal would be a good fit for the task if it
was necessary. On the whole, the interior was cramped. There was not much space
to go around. Beside her the gun's interior mechanisms felt quite
enormous. In front of her the instrument block was convoluted. Behind her, some
long, heavy 100 mm ammunition was kept handy -- reserve shots went under the
gun block and required painful contortions to fetch. Crew comfort was a
tradeoff for the Raktapata's profile. Something had to be sacrificed for the
tank's compact size.


It was
uncomfortable. Naya seemed to bang her arms on something carelessly whenever
she turned, and the hard seat only accented the dull aching she had felt all
day.


Despite all
this, she felt a surge of enthusiasm as she checked the equipment.


Naya
flipped down the eyepiece for her periscope and looked into it. She turned the
scope, scanning around in front of her. She saw Ravan, Captain Rajagopal,
Karima, Lila, the gendarmes; she scanned around the forest for a moment. She
saw engineers farther ahead, setting up the first target for the gunnery test.
Pulling back from the periscope, she leaned forward and to her right to
peer into the lower gunnery sight.


Focusing
the sight, she watched the preparations being put in place down the makeshift
range. Engineers were hard at work, laboring to raise a metal testing
plate using materials brought into the forest from the camp, withdrawn
from the back of the Tokolosh. Held upright by a strong metal frame,
the plate had a target painted on it.


Once
everything was ready, they cleared the area and went a safe distance away. They
had to remain near the target to watch and record results, but also out of
shrapnel range.


Farwah
started the engine, and the tank brimmed with noisy life. They would have to
communicate exclusively over the short range radio while the tank was active.


Chief Ravan
whistled a little ditty to test the radio and then made an announcement.


"We
will commence the first test! Armor plate, 80 mm thick, 800 m distance!"


Naya pulled
on the traverse gear lever and turned the turret while looking down the sights.
Because the lever was single-speed, some additional correction was needed
to get it just right on the target. She would have to complain about that to
Ravan.


"Load
AP and fire when ready, Private Oueddai!" Captain Rajagopal said.


She
wondered how much of the operation the Captain could effectively
experience.


From behind
her, Naya withdrew a solid steel penetrator. Each 100 mm round
weighed close to 16 kilograms, and was nearly a meter long. They were
unwieldy, and Naya felt that she was handling them clumsily. She maneuvered the
tip of the shell onto the extended breech ring, freeing up a hand, and
pulled a lever, opening the gun up to accept ammunition. Naya
then pushed the heavy shell into the gun -- the breech snapped shut
automatically, completing the loading motion for her. Could've gone much faster
than it did; she would need more practice with loading big shells if she wanted
to fire more than one a minute!


"Firing
rigid armor-piercing shell!" Naya called out. She pressed her trigger.


Naya felt
the sheer power inside the turret as she cannon fired.
She felt a force deflected toward her, and heard a deafening cry. It was as if
a ghostly hand were smothering her for an instant. As the cannon belched out
the shell and spit back the empty casing onto the ground of the tank, she
whistled admiringly. Down the gunnery sight she saw the effect of that simple
trigger pull occur in a second -- a hole on the edge of the target.
Penetration.


"Yes!
Yes!" Chief Ravan shouted into the radio. "Penetration! Take that!
Take it!"


"Please
don't shout so much." Captain Rajagopal said over the same system.


"How
are things in there? You feeling powerful Naya?" Chief Ravan
asked.


Smoke
wafted up from the breech and scratched at the interior of Naya's nose. She
ignored it. Her skin tingled with exhilaration from operating such an amazing
weapon.


"I'm
feeling like a dragon breathing fire, ma'am!" Naya chirped happily back.


"Oh ho
ho! So then, tell me about the interior, did it survive the big shot?"


"Ma'am,
everything looks fine from in here. All my instruments took it well."


"Was
there a lot of shaking? I went through hell installing those recoil
buffers."


"There
was some shaking." Naya said. "But the breech cycled perfectly
fine."


"How
are you doing, Farwah? Did you feel like a tomato inside a can?"


Farwah
sounded wholly unmoved by it all. "I'm not a tomato." He said simply.


Chief Ravan
laughed in the radio and commanded the second target be raised.


Soon the
engineers were back to work again. Naya rested her back on the seat, pulling away
from her vision equipment. She wiped sweat off her brow. She drank from her
canteen. It was getting hot inside the turret. But she felt good! She felt
energetic and focused.


Next up was
a 100 mm plate at 800 meter distance. She loaded the round.


"Fire when
ready, Naya!" Chief Ravan said.


Naya
pressed the trigger and launched the second round. It blasted through to the
target, again in less than a second, and punched a head-sized hole into
the outer rim of the painted target. A little off from before, but
nonetheless, she scored a penetration.


"Splendid!
Splendid!" Chief Ravan cried out.


"One
more shooting test before the endurance fire." Captain Rajagopal said.


"Yes!
Naya, this next test will simulate 150 mm of armor plate by using concrete
blocks. Sadly, we have yet to be supplied 150 mm testing plates. Can you
believe we don't manufacture those? I had to ask some be custom-made and they
haven't arrived."


"I
can't believe it at all ma'am." Naya said. She was playing along.
"It's an outrage."


"Quite!
Anyway once the blocks are prepared, please shoot right at them for me."


"It'd
be my pleasure ma'am! I'll let those blocks have it alright!" Naya
replied.


She had a
big grin on her face. She was really getting into the
spirit of things.


Firing from
a tank was different than an AT gun. An AT gun was vulnerable, it had to be
hidden behind bushes or sandbags. It projected no power; it felt like running
away.


But the
Raktapata was enormous, powerful. It didn't have anything to hide.


Inside this
machine she felt like she wanted to. Strong, honest, eager, brave.


With a grin
on her face, Naya loaded the 100 mm AP round and pushed it in.


She hit the
trigger and buried her face in the gunnery sight, smiling through the
vibrations and noise inside the tank as she watched the tower of solid blocks
become suddenly displaced. Pieces of concrete went flying as the penetrator
punched right through the target, just off to its side. A block slipped and
fell off the top.


"Good!
We'll get a better result once the plate comes in, but I have high hopes that
the KnK-10 can penetrate 150 mm of armor at 800 to 1000 meter distances!"
Chief Ravan cheered.


Naya pulled
back from the gunnery sight and stretched her arms. For the endurance shots she
would have to load and shoot as fast as she could in succession. She started to
twist each way at the waist, and to bend her back, making herself ready for the
task.


At her side
however the breech was still locked tight. It hadn't cycled out the casing.


She pulled
the breech lever and though it slid back, the breech did not open.


"Ma'am,
the breech looks like it's stuck. I can't open it up." Naya reported.


Chief Ravan
responded with more alarm than Naya had thought she would.


"Don't
touch it! There might be shell remnants in it. Get out right now."


Naya
complied, though a little perplexed about the reaction. It was only inert brass
trapped in the breech! She stood up on her chair, pushed up the hatch, and
climbed out of the tank. Farwah exited as well. Unrelated personnel took a few
steps back from the tank. Chief Ravan and Captain Rajagopal climbed on the
back of the tank. Ravan peered down the hatch, leaning in while Captain
Rajagopal kept her from falling on her face.


"Nothing
from the lever either? Damn it." Ravan said. "Looks like it might be a
problem with the hydropneumatics. Maybe the oil's gone bad. How hot was the
gun?"


The
Chief turned her head to Naya, who raised her hands defensively.
"Dunno!"


With that
simple word the tests on the 100 mm KnK-10 were forced to conclude.


* * *


Back at the
camp, the Raktapata was returned to the workshop. A squadron of engineers in
fireproof clothing met the testing party as they arrived and immediately set to
work on the Raktapata, separating the gun mantlet from around the KnK-10 gun,
pulling off the barrel and removing the breech block and slide. Chief Ravan
picked up a specialty wrench and unscrewed a few bolts herself alongside
them, all the while Captain Rajagopal exhorted her to change into safety
clothing first. Naya and Farwah stood off to the side, watching.


In about
fifteen minutes the engineers had the entire shooting
apparatus dismantled, but they still hadn't opened the breech despite
taking much of it apart.


Ravan
finally picked up a sledgehammer and slammed the top of the breech-block.


At once the
breech ejected the shell casing. Then the breech lever fell right off.


She sighed
audibly.


"When
it rains, it pours!" She cried out. "We'll mount the 85 mm A.A.W.
until we're sure that the 100 mm's hydropneumatics are up to snuff. This is
such a disappointment."


Naya almost
felt like crying. The Raktapata looked like quite a sorry sight with a gaping
hole in its turret and its gun in pieces on the oily, grimy floor of the
workshop. And all of this because brass failed to cycle? It felt almost cruel,
and somehow, all her fault.


She felt a
swelling of emotion and approached Chief Ravan. She bowed her head.


In a
pitiful voice she started to apologize. "Ma'am, I'm sorry! This was my
fault and I--"


"What?
No, dear, no! It's got nothing to do with you!" Ravan responded.


She put her
hands on Naya's shoulders and smiled. "You did a fantastic job!"


Naya nodded
her head but wasn't convinced. Dark thoughts were saying otherwise.


To think
that something so powerful would be pulled away, chastised, for something as
simple as a failure to cycle brass. Suddenly she felt her heart sinking, and
she had to fight with herself to stay in Chief Ravan's presence. Her teeth
chattered, her hands shook. She fought back tears. It was a snap response from
her body, as if ice cold water were crashing over her head. She withered
inside under Ravan's interrogating gaze.


She felt
pathetic; and pathetic for feeling pathetic. Her mind was spiraling down.


Despite her
attempts to hide it, Chief Ravan could see through her furtive behavior.


"Naya
are you really alright? Were you hurt during the test?" Ravan asked.


It was hard
to speak, but at least when the words came out they made some sense.


"I'm
fine ma'am." Naya said, in a somewhat choked voice. "Just a
little tired is all."


It wasn't entirely a
lie. Ravan looked her in the eyes and then turned away.


"You
should go for the day. Eat well and get some rest, Private Oueddai." Chief
Ravan said. "You can work on your report later. For now just take care of
yourself."


Naya nodded
her head and turned sharply around. She headed back to her tent.


She was
worried for you and you ran away, her mind
screamed at her. You coward.


That wasn't
it at all! She didn't need to know. It was better that she didn't.


But still
the thought kept recurring, torturing her all day. Nice
job breaking it, Naya.
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Naya's
dull, persistent aching had not gone away over the past few days, but the
relatively quiet life in the camp helped her to ease into it. She had lived
with worse pain than this.


She thought
to blame it on the rain. Unabated, it made the environment cold and humid.


In the
forest she could feel a chill needling her skin. It was better inside the
tank.


There was
no bugle call for this particular exercise since Karima was holding a pair
of large umbrellas over herself, Lila, Captain Rajagopal and Chief Ravan,
shielding them from the incessant rain. Thankfully the wind was calm, so the
deluge was surmountable.


"Let
us begin testing of the 85 mm A.A.W!" Chief Ravan called out
over the radio.


Naya
responded affirmatively. Though it was less impressive, she thought she liked
the 85mm better than the 100mm gun. All of its parts were much more
compact, and the gunnery sight placement was more comfortable. She could reach
for the spare shells more easily. Its AP projectile also weighed maybe ten
kilograms and was only around 70 centimeters long -- far easier to pick up
and load into the gun. Naya was sure she could sustain a higher rate of fire on
the 85mm than on the 100mm gun.


Across the
clearing, 800 meters away, engineers prepared the 80 mm thick plate.


Once they
were clear, Naya received the fire order, and launched a round downrange.


Brass ejected;
the breech also belched a puff of smoke that smelled a bit strong.


Naya hardly
paid it any mind. She was used to smoke; she was focused on the target.


In an
instant a smoking hole the size of a fist appeared
just off-center from the painted target. Though it was an easy shot to make --
800 meters, 90 degree angled plate -- Naya still felt proud of her accuracy on
the target. She would try for the bull's eye next.


Switching
from gunnery to periscope, she trained her vision equipment on her officers.


"What
remained of the shell?" Captain Rajagopal asked over the radio.


Chief Ravan
checked with her engineers using a hand radio and reported back.


"Fragmented
after impact into four splinters. Most of the mass was lost on impact. The
shard cone was tight, judging by the breach and the fall of the
fragments." She said.


Captain
Rajagopal nodded her head toward the periscope. "Naya, status
report!"


"Everything
looks fine in here. Brass cycled successfully." Naya replied.


"Good!
We'll hit the 100 mm plate and then test the endurance fire."


Again the
engineers set up the plate, but this time they tilted it at a steeper angle.


"This
time the 100 mm plate is tilted at a 60 degree angle. Sloped armor
provides more effective resistance against penetrators. Aim for the target
nonetheless Naya."


"Got
it." Naya loaded the next shell, and worked the elevation and turret
controls. She stuck her tongue out, and felt a tension in her fingers as she
prepared the gun. She aimed a little higher and off to the side than before,
correcting for her last shot. Her fingers gripped the cannon trigger. Slowly
and deliberately she pressed and depressed to fire.


In the
center of the plate an ugly, irregular hole appeared where the shell breached.


"Excellent!
Yes! Yes!" Chief Ravan cheered. "That 85 mm craves the steel!"


Bullseye!
Naya adjusted the magnification of her sight as far as it would go and took in
her handiwork. She had gotten the shell dead center. Due to the slope of the
plate, the shellhole was shoddy looking and crooked. But she felt a swelling of
pride nonetheless. In the cold cockpit of the Raktapata, she felt for a second
the same strength that she had when she sprinted, when she kicked right past a
goalie, when she cleared a jump.


Captain
Rajagopal called and took Naya out of her reverie. "Private, begin
endurance fire when ready. Launch ten consecutive AP shells through the
gun as fast as you can."


"Yes
ma'am!" Naya said. "Beginning endurance fire! Clear the range for
3 minutes!"


From the
ammunition rack she withdrew the first shell, put it down on the short
extension connected to the breech, pulled the breech lever, punched the
round inside, and pulled the trigger. She counted -- it took her 12 seconds to
complete this motion. Rack, carry, breech ring, load, shoot, 12 seconds. Second
shell; she felt a sting in her shoulder that built as she slid in the third
round. Third shell, and the smoke was starting to build. She
coughed. Fourth shell, her eyes scanned the instruments while
shooting, watching the cannon roll back in between the buffers with the recoil,
the breech spitting back brass that fell under her and smoke that clouded up
the turret. Fifth shell--


Naya loaded
the shell and the breech closing nearly bit her hand off. Her trigger then
stuck, and no amount of ramming it would dislodge a shell. Was her cannon
jammed?


"Shit!"
She cursed. She alerted everyone. "We've got a sticker! It's not
firing!"


"Get
out of the tank right now!" Chief Ravan shouted. "Both of
you!"


Naya
gingerly removed her hand from the trigger and slowly backed away from the gun
so as not to touch any instruments. She opened the hatch, letting in a trickle
of rainwater. She climbed gingerly out of her hatch, and helped Farwah out of
his. Both of them jumped off the tank hull, while Captain Rajagopal and
Chief Ravan left their places under Karima's umbrella, climbed on the tank
and dropped inside. It occurred to Naya that if there was a truly dangerous
malfunction, both of them could be killed in the tank.


"Please
be careful." She said. Neither of her officers responded one way or
another.


Engineers
kept their distance from the tank. Farwah pulled Naya along behind a tree trunk
nearby that was just about thick enough to absorb metal fragments. There was no
radio contact for several tense moments. Naya and Farwah surreptitiously peeked
at the tank from behind the trunk. They saw Karima and Lila across the
other side of the tank, similarly hiding. Finally there was some noise on the
line -- it sounded like a grunt, a rattling noise, and then a ripping noise as
though someone was tearing sheets off a notebook in there.


"Looks
like it's just the electric fire control." Chief Ravan said into the
radio. "I can't be sure whether it's the trigger pressure, or if there's a
wiring failure or something."


"Can
we manually fire the cannon?" Captain Rajagopal asked.


"There's
a way -- Naya, get me an adjustable wrench. It's safe to approach."


Naya felt a
sudden relief. She strode out from behind the tree, crossed around the
Raktapata's back, since a cook-off misfire was always possible; she found
Ravan's toolbox, produced the necessary wrench, and climbed carefully on the
tank. She leaned halfway down into the gunner's hatch and found Ravan seated in
her place, with Captain Rajagopal on the left-hand side at the back, waiting in
the Commander's chair.


Naya handed
Chief Ravan the wrench. Ravan thanked her, unscrewed the head, and
leaned over the gun and closed the wrench around an unseen piece of metal. She maneuvered
on the turret basket, contorting herself to give the gun some clearance under
her while still maintaining a hold on the wrench, and shouted a warning for
everyone.


Twisting
the wrench, Chief Ravan fired the gun. Naya nearly bashed her head against
the turret roof and also nearly fell inside from the force. She watched as the
gun slid just under the doctor's chest and arm, while she shook in place from
the force of the shot.


As if
nothing had happened, the breech opened and spat out a little puff of smoke.


Chief Ravan
sat back on the gunner's chair, leaving the wrench stuck where it was.


"We
obviously can't conduct any more tests like this." She sighed. "Let's
return to base. We'll take out the 85 mm and replace it with the 76 mm KnK-3 or
something."


"I'm
so sorry ma'am." Naya whimpered, still hanging half-inside and letting in
rain.


Chief Ravan
waved her arms dismissively, as if fanning away the smoke in the turret.
"Naya, it is not your fault at all. Personally, I'm blaming A.A.W in
my report." She said.


Owing to a
defective trigger mechanism and, to a lesser extent, a heinous lack of obdurant
solutions that resulted in the turret being full of smoke, the tests were once
again called off. Farwah brought the Tokolosh back around and hooked the Raktapata
on to it. Lila gave everyone involved in the turret situation a quick
once-over as the resident medic, and then cleared them just as fast. Ravan and
the Captain rode with the engineers on the Sharabha half-track. Karima and
Lila made for the bed on the Tokolosh.


Naya
requested to ride inside the Raktapata. Everyone gave her odd looks.


"Whatever
for?" Chief Ravan said. "It'll just be bumpy and uncomfortable."


"Lila
and Karima can ride up front on the Tokolosh. Everyone'll be sheltered."


Chief Ravan
curled a lock of hair around a finger. Captain Rajagopal acquiesced.


When the
Tokolosh got going, Naya was inside, seated on the gunner's seat. She leaned
back on the seat, casting lazy eyes about the turret. She felt like there was
something that she was not getting. In a way she still thought that it was her
fault, that she had brought something to this machine, like a curse. She looked
around the turret as if she could find a solution to it. But then again, what
could she even do? She was just an aimless brat with nothing to look forward
to, nothing to hang on to in life, nothing special.


As the tank
bumped along the forest floor, Naya felt the aching grow worse.


She pulled
off her radio headset, because she was starting to weep again and she wanted to
be by herself, completely cut off, when such things happened. It was only
right.


"You're
just like me." She said aloud. Her voice echoed in the empty, closed
turret. "Anyone watching you would say you're just fine. Some people might
even be impressed with you. They'll find potential and things to like. But you
don't live up to it. You're all broken up inside. There's so many problems--
and even if you fix them, what would you do then? You're a prototype. Something
better will come to replace you in the end. It's sad isn't it?"


She wiped
her face, but the tears wouldn't stop. She ended up crying into the brass
bumper at the end of the breech ring extension, as though into someone's
shoulders.


"We're
drakes with broken fangs. All we could do is bite, so what now?" She
moaned.


* * *


Back at the
camp, the Tokolosh deposited the Raktapata inside the workshop and drove off.
Naya took her leave to go rest, Chief Ravan locked herself up in her work and
everyone dispersed for the day. Dinner time passed peacefully by and night was
falling.


It was this
time that shifts were traded for any common overnight chores.


Captain
Rajagopal entered the radio tent and found it mostly empty. Inside there was
only Private Karima Faizan, doing one of the camp's many odd jobs given its
lopsided personnel roster -- a bunch of one-track-minded engineers and a
gaggle of replacements hastily procured through the slapdash efforts of
Chief Ravan. At least it kept things lively.


Karima sat
behind a desk with a large pair of headphones, a list of frequencies and secret
codes at hand. Atop the desk was a radio unit. Beside the desk was a chair
topped by a device that seemed like a chunky, ergonomically impoverished
typewriter.


Spotting
her superior, Karima stood up and saluted with a serious expression.


"Oh! Hujambo,
comrade Captain! No important messages have come in, ma'am!"


Dhorsha
Rajagopal smiled and signed at her subordinate. "At ease, private."


Karima
nodded -- she had learned many common signs at an impressive pace.


"I'm
willing to stay up to help if necessary." Karima said. She spoke casually.


Casual
speech was appreciated. It was easier to read than deliberately slow
pronunciation. The Captain nodded her head back to the private in appreciation.


She signed
again. "Not necessary. Get some rest. Your dedication is
appreciated."


Karima
stood up from her desk and walked past the Captain to the tent door.


Suddenly
the Captain raised her cane and blocked her. Karima looked surprised.


"Please
leave that here." signed the Captain. She pointed at Karima's hand.


She was
about to leave the tent with the handwritten note of secret codes in hand.


"I'm
sorry ma'am! I just forgot!" Karima said. It would be serious if the codes
got out.


"Don't
fret, I understand that it was a mistake. Have a good night." the Captain
signed.


Karima
bowed her head to the Captain, gave her the codes, and left the tent without
incident. The Captain put the piece of paper in her coat pocket and sat behind
the desk.


Captain
Rajagopal's vision was better than most people imagined. Through her blue eye
was blind to shapes and colors and contours, while it was open it could detect
whether there was light or darkness. Her green eye could see fairly clearly up
to two meters away or so. Some features looked indistinct, and she had problems
with depth that she required her cane for. But she could read lips enough to
communicate. From "Oh!" to "Captain" she could listen to every word that
Karima was saying so long as it was spoken in Ayvartan.


Had she
spoken them through the Captain's special radio, the volume would have been
boosted enough that the Captain would have heard it as tinny but audible noise.


These were
methods that the KVW had helped her to train -- they had told her they
could improve her cognition, her focus, sharpen her, make
her all that she could be. Most of their methods failed. But she helped develop
new ones for people like herself.


There were
no red rings around her eyes, but she was a KVW veteran nonetheless.


Almost as
soon as she settled in the seat and started taking in the residual warmth of
the previous occupant there was a rattling noise from the teleprinter.
After a moment's worth of grinding noises, it spat out a paper with an
uninterrupted block of letters.


Captain
Rajagopal held it up to her eye, and pulled out the week's code sheet.


"8th
Rifles retreating in east Shebelle. 3rd, 4th, 5th Rifles retreating in South.
Gollaprollou vulnerable. Line to Benghu weakening. Offensive has failed. Enemy
building up."
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Naya felt
a tense mood around the camp that day as the regional news spread. People
exchanged grim looks at the radio tent, and at the few gendarmes looking at the
half-tracks and supply tents and planning for a quick evacuation if necessary.
A few days ago, from what she understood, the Civil Council had launched an
all-out offensive against the Nocht forces that had breached the border and
occupied the area around Silb, and the southern Sandari.


But this
offensive failed, miserably and painfully. Now the front was wide open.


Despite
this, Captain Rajagopal had everyone continue their tasks as planned.


In every
red-ringed eye around, Naya felt, for the first time, a muted doubt and fear.
They didn't perform these emotions as obviously as the average person, but she
could nonetheless grasp the tension. Even the fearless KVW felt a measure
of fear here.


Menial
chores at least offered her a little distraction from
the uncertainty around her.


Dbagbo's
rains persisted, pouring their way through the gaps in the camouflage netting
and falling over the encampment. Across the camp the ground turned muddy and
damp as water found its way through every orifice. Tubs were laid near the
trees to collect water for clothes washing and other tasks. A series of
tarps and tables went up around the chow line so people could relax and eat
their food as intended, rather than as rainwater mush.


She helped
a few engineers to set the latter. She worked for several minutes under the
rain then took her place inside the kitchen tent, water dripping off her and
soaking through her apron and cap. At least she could warm up near the
oven while the flatbread cooked.


Despite the
hardship, she offered a jovial smile along with every scoop of lentils.


After
helping with breakfast she helped move some tools into the workshop, and then
she started preparing for lunch. Most of the contents were the same as
breakfast, except that a spicy seitan slice was offered to bulk up the portion.
After 1300 everyone was fed there was nothing else to do -- she
didn't have dinner duty or any remaining chores.


Though they
could conduct tank tests under the rain, the Raktapata was in the workshop,
behind closed doors. Ravan and her engineers were hard at work cutting and soldering
and lathing. They had a lot of work: trying to bulk up the recoil buffers
on the KnK-10, fixing the problems with the 85mm A.A.W, and mounting a 76mm
KnK-3 on the Raktapata so it could have some armament. When
delivering the tools she heard that regular maintenance on the wheels and the
track, on the turret gear, and other parts, was also on the schedule. Any
testing would have to resume tomorrow or the day after.


She had
heard similar things yesterday and wondered, nursing a fear she felt was pathetic
and childish, whether she would ever be able to sit in the Raktapata again.


For the
past few days she had barely worked. She had no chores on the 47th and on the
48th the test hadn't gone well. She had a few chores today but nothing else.
Sitting alone in her tent trying staring at the stitched steam on its ceiling
had gotten quite old.


Judging by
Farwah's presence in the kitchen tent, standing idly beside a boiling pot of
barley porridge with an apron and cap, he was not destined for much work today either.


"Farwah,
what do you do around here when you're not working?" Naya asked.


"Sometimes
we play football." Farwah said. "I'm the goalie so I don't have to
run."


Naya looked
out at the muddy terrain and rainy weather and shook her head.


"We
could gather some people and play Commissars in a tent." Farwah said.


She
narrowed her eyes, struggling to pierce his implacable expression.


"You're
suggesting we go play Commissars in a tent?" Naya asked.


She worded
it slowly to make obvious her skepticism. Farwah was unmoved.


"Yes.
We can play in that big tent, where they host briefings. We barely use
it."


"So we
gather people, and we go -- play Commissars? A little kid's game?"


Naya
gestured with her hands while very slowly repeating the words, because she
wanted to confirm to herself that this was indeed their course of action.
Perhaps at some point in the past few minutes she had grievously misinterpreted
him. But again Farwah had no grand rebuttal and merely nodded his head to her,
his face a portrait of calm.


She crossed
her arms and relented. "I know two people who might agree to it."


Farwah
nodded. "I know two people I can bring as well, so that would make
six."


After
closing up the kitchen tent for lunch, they picked up a pair of umbrellas and
went their separate ways. When they returned each had two people in tow for the
game.


Naya had
found Lila and Karima hunkered down in their respective tents,
Lila reading an anatomical manual, Karima doodling a girl in a dress on
the back of a pamphlet about 'Socialism In One Country.' Tactically, Naya made
sure to fetch Lila first since she was easier to convince, and was
therefore able to get Karima out of her tent at all.


New
among Farwah's little cadre was a fetching young man, tall
and dark with long, straight black hair tied into a braided tail. He had
a smooth face and slender build, and a dignified, almost meditative kind
of expression -- there were no rings around his orange eyes.


Behind him,
Captain Rajagopal tottered along, much to everyone's confusion.


"You
brought a Commissar to play Commissars?"
Karima muttered through clenched teeth, pulling Farwah and Naya aside for a
moment. Captain Rajagopal would have read her lips otherwise. Naya looked over
her shoulder and the Captain waved happily.


"She was
free, and she is a person I knew, who can play." Farwah said simply.


Karima
sighed and broke their little huddle. Everyone gathered inside the tent. There
was a stack of chairs in a corner, and an unoccupied podium with a projector
canvas behind it. There was a lot space in the tent. Maybe 30 people could have
fit easily.


"We
should do an introduction before we start." Lila said, clapping her
hands together.


Farwah's
friend smiled and raised his hand. "I'm Corporal Isa Bhaduri. I'm
normally driving the water truck out to get refilled, but today, that's
unnecessary." He said.


"He's
my friend." Farwah said, gesturing to Isa as if unveiling a treasure.


"I'm
Naya Oueddai, and I have nothing to do so that's why I am here." Naya
said.


Karima
introduced herself curtly; Lila with a skip and a hop and a giggling
laugh.


Captain
Rajagopal smiled, removed her cap, and set it aside. She raised her hands.


Naya
reached up to her ears and realized she did not have her headset with her. She was
not expecting to interact with the Captain significantly, and as such had
forgotten it. It felt terribly oafish and inconsiderate of her -- now she would
not know what the Captain was saying. She also realized nobody else had any
headsets either.


The Captain
made a few gestures. Naya followed along but did not understand.


"She
introduced herself and said someone should explain the rules."
Farwah said.


"Oh."
Naya nodded to the Captain. "I can do it. I played Commissars as a
kid."


Captain
Rajagopal made a gesture that seemed like 'go ahead'. Naya nodded again.


Naya laid
out the rules. "First we have to vote to elect a Commissar from among
ourselves. Then the Commissar, once elected, can either issue Commands or put
you in Interrogation. Commands means you have to do what the Commissar says,
and Interrogation means you have to answer the Commissar truthfully. After
that, you become Commissar, and the last Commissar has immunity from the new
one. However, if you fail or the group thinks you're chicken and cheated on
your tasks, everyone has to vote again for a new Commissar. You keep going
until everyone's too tired or someone's mom breaks it up."


Captain
Rajagopal clapped her hands rapidly and cheerfully at Naya. Lila joined
in.


"Wait
a minute, everyone will just vote for themselves then." Karima protested.


"You
don't have much faith in Democracy huh?" Naya said. Grinning, she crossed
her arms and stated, matter-of-factly, "That's why everyone has two votes,
and everyone has to vote for two different people. Someone usually comes out on
top that way."


"Interesting!
I wonder who you'll vote for?" Lila said,
cocking an eye at Karima.


Karima
turned her head and crossed her arms and said nothing more.


Captain
Rajagopal volunteered her hat, and they cast votes using paper from a notebook
that Karima carried on her person. Once everyone voted, Captain Rajagopal
tallied all of the votes and cheerfully pointed at Naya, silently declaring her
Commissar.


Naya's eyes
narrowed and her face settled into a dark little grin.


She covered
her mouth delicately with her hand and laughed. "Karima."


"Should've
known." Karima shouted through gritted teeth, stretching the syllables.


"What
should I have you do?" Naya wondered aloud.


Captain
Rajagopal did something new and silently mouthed a few words.


"No
obscenities or I'll shoot," is what Naya got out of the gesture.


She cringed
and thought of something more innocent than before.


"Okay!
Karima, let's see if you can even lift! I command you to hold the podium over
your head and jump around the tent on one foot while holding it up."
Naya said.


Karima
looked like she wanted to strangle Naya, but put all that force into picking up
the podium instead. She lifted it over her head, raised her leg behind her back
like a ballerina and started hopping on her foot. Lila and Isa covered
their mouths while laughing. Captain Rajagopal smiled. Farwah had seemingly no
expression.


After
several minutes of very aggressive hopping, Naya called for her to put it down.


"Now
you're the Commissar comrade! Enjoy! But you can't
target me!" Naya said.


For once
Karima seemed to be above the goading. She put the podium back where it
belonged, returned to the circle of acquaintances, and breathed a little sigh
of exasperation. She closed her eyes and waved her finger around to determine a
target randomly. When she opened her eyes she was pointing right at Farwah's
face.


"Farwah,
I'm gonna interrogate you, tell me, uh, hmm." Karima tapped her foot.


"Don't
ask just anything; It has to be something funny or
bold!" Lila said.


"Not too bold."
Captain Rajagopal slowly mouthed to them.


"You're
no fun." Naya said, surreptitiously trying to cover her mouth.


Farwah
remained quiet but avoided eye contact. Perhaps he was nervous.


Karima nodded
and thrust her finger toward him, poking sharply at the air.


"Tell
me where you were conceived, Farwah!" She called out.


A sudden
silence among the players punctuated moment.


Isa burst
out laughing suddenly, breaking his previous dignified expression.


Karima
looked around the room with a shrug. "You all wanted bold."


"What
the hell! I can't believe you asked that question!" Naya shouted.


"An
empty coal car in a Jomba rail yard." Farwah unconcernedly said.


Naya gaped.
"I can't believe you answered! How do you even know?"


"I was
a product of ardent love." Farwah said simply. Naya scratched her head.


"Anyway,"
Lila said aloud, interrupting the scene, "now it's Farwah's
turn."


Farwah
immediately pointed out Naya, his dull eyes locked on to her own.


"I'm ready
for you!" Naya declared. She bore her teeth and crossed her arms.


"I
command you, Naya, to make the sound of your favorite animal." Farwah
said.


Isa burst
out laughing again.


"You're
all a bunch of babies!" He said through his teeth, smacking his own knee.


Naya
blinked. "Ribbit?" She said. Again the room fell silent for a long
second.


Then Isa
fell to the ground, kicking his legs and holding his belly.


Lila covered
her mouth and Karima laughed aggressively at Naya's expense.


"Your
favorite animal is a frog? A frog of all things?" Karima shouted.


"Shut
up! Frogs are very honest and earnest animals!" Naya shouted back.


Captain
Rajagopal laughed suddenly aloud, a strange, spontaneous noise like a horse
neighing. She signed fiercely, and mouthed "Ribbit," puffing her
cheeks up like a frog.


"She
says you're a bunch of babies!" Isa said, pointing at them from the
ground.


Naya
frowned at him. It seemed everyone knew the signs but her!


Lila spoke
up. "It's unfair to have Naya go again so soon. I want to go!"


"Let's
hold an informal vote." Farwah said. "Raise your hands to vote for
Lila."


Everyone
raised their hands but Isa, who was still chuckling behind everyone, and Naya,
who had this vote sprang on her suddenly and resolved to vote for herself.


Lila clapped
her hands, beamed, and pointed directly at Karima. "Command!"


"You
jerk! Ugh!" Karima replied. She turned her back with an angry 'hmph!'


"Oh
good, you made yourself accessible! Ferry me to paradise, faithful
steed!"


Her head up
high and with a swagger in her step, Lila casually approached Karima and
climbed onto her back, until she had her arms around Karima's chest and her
legs hooked around her waist. She pressed with her knees and
spurred Karima on like a race horse. Sighing heavily, an unenthusiastic
Karima walked around the room one step at a time, her rider's spirits
disproportionately high for the speed and energy of the steed.


"Well,
then it's also not fair that Karima gets another turn so quickly."


Isa stood
up from the ground and dusted himself off. His fit of laughter had worked
itself down to short, periodic chuckling. He patted the Captain on the
shoulder, smiling.


Captain
Rajagopal nodded her approval. Isa then pointed at Naya.


"Again?"
She sighed. She glanced at Karima, still going around the room.


"Naya,
I command you to stand on your head." Isa said.


"You
were going on about how we were all babies and this is your command?"


"Baby
commands for baby players!" Isa said, shrugging.


Without
hesitation and in one fluid motion, Naya dropped to the ground, palms down, and
kicked off, bending her back and keeping her feet balanced overhead. Isa took a
step back in surprise, as if he was about to be hit. Naya grinned, and she
walked toward him with her hands, gently tipping her feet forward and back to
correct balance. She was once quite the prolific athlete in school -- sprints,
swimming, field sports, endurance, and a little bit of gymnastics. She was good
enough that her body never forgot the motions.


Her body
also never forgot the injuries, especially one in particular.


Captain
Rajagopal and Isa and clapped and cheered but their voices started to dull.
Naya felt something twist inside her, and her awareness of the world suddenly
dimmed.


Then there
was a sharp pain in her lower back, like a stake driven between the links in
her spine. Her fingers dug into the canvas floor, she grit her teeth. Losing
all balance, she fell forward on her own back and curled into the fetal
position. An obliterating pain started to consume her entire body, as if a
dozen knives plunging into her. Her lungs worked themselves raw but she found
it hard to breathe. Her heart pounded in its cage of flesh and she felt her
blood crashing in her veins as if stirred up by the pain. Her whole body shook.


Lila and
Karima stopped fooling around. Captain Rajagopal crouched near Naya.


"What
happened?" Lila asked. Her voice was growing distant.


Isa turned
pale and watched helplessly. Captain Rajagopal signed something.


Naya closed
her eyes, lost all thought and became swallowed by the pain.


* * *


A
lamp hovered directly overhead, swaying, its
metal cover clanking.


She heard
the whistling of the wind and then thunder, hitting hard like a shell fall.


Breathless,
Naya sat up suddenly in bed, scanning the room in a panic. She was in a
hospital tent. She saw the beds, the stretchers, the blood packs and
intravenous electrolyte packs and other such things, the tool trays, the crates
with the red cross on them--


At her
side, Lila stood and gently settled her back down against the pillows.


"Calm
down, Naya. Don't strain yourself. You might pass out again." She said.


Naya
groaned and raised her hands to her face. She pressed hard on her skin.


"Ugh.
How long was I out? Did the Captain say anything?" She asked.


"Only
a few hours, and no. You've been taking very bad care of yourself."


"I'm
just tired." Naya said weakly. "I shouldn't have done that stunt back
there."


From her
side, she heard a familiar voice. "I shouldn't have asked you to do
it."


She turned
her head. Isa, looking down at his own feet, sat a few meters away.


"I'm
sorry, Naya, it was foolish of me to ask that. You got hurt; and anyone any
less athletic than you could have gotten hurt worse just for our childish
horsing around."


Isa looked like
he had been sitting there a while. He had his hands clasped together as if in
prayer, and he couldn't lift his eyes off his shoes to meet her own. She felt
sorry for making him worry. It was hard not to let her mind carry that thought
and bludgeon her with it.


"It's
fine, don't blame yourself for it. I just went too far with it." Naya
said.


Lila sat
on the side of her bed, and took Naya's hands into her own without warning.


They locked
eyes. Lila looked at once both worried and very deadly serious.


"Naya,
you're not fine. You're trying to pass that off as something minor, but that
wasn't a cramp or a pulled muscle. You blacked out from the stress and the pain that you
went through. This isn't normal and I want you to tell me the truth about
it."


There was
no chance Naya that would tell her the truth about her condition.


That these
pains had practically ended her life beforehand.


That they
persisted as a dull aching that was so constant it simply became her default
condition that she endured every second of her life even in this encampment.


That when
she pushed herself too hard the pains would burst and destroy her.


There was
no chance that Naya would walk out of that conversation a soldier.


She had
retreated from so much already. This was supposed to be her new leaf.


This was
the place where she became strong again like she used to be!


Where she
was loved and admired and had a future, like before!


This was
the place that would have to accept her masks.


With a
smile, a wicked, almost ear to ear smile, Naya replied with a lie.


"I
haven't been sleeping. I'm sorry. I didn't mention this before because I didn't
want to be taken off the Raktapata, but I'm really terribly exhausted
and--"


Lila shook
her head and crossed her arms. She sighed. "Alright, if you say so."


"I'm
fine, really. I just have to sleep it off." Naya insisted.


Lila could
definitely see through her lies, but she wasn't pushing any furhter.


"Well, I
certainly can't detect anything wrong with you. So I'm going to clear you.
I'll put it down as a temporary fainting spell since that's all I saw. May
Hashem retain you."


She signed
something and ripped the form paper from a clipboard.


Dropping it
on Naya's lap, she stormed out of the tent, leaving her puzzled.


"Sorry
about that, she means well." Isa said. "She's just worried, you
know? She probably felt helpless as a medic. She'll come around once she
sees you're ok."


Naya sank
back into the bed, and pulled up the brown sheets over her face.


Keep on
sprinting little Naya. Until you've outrun everything and everyone again.


 






















28. The Sun That Shone
Through Smoke


 


51st of the Aster's Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


Solstice Dominance -- City of Solstice


Early in
the morning of the 51st, various impromptu street meetings were convened
to inform the public of recent developments. Newspaper articles had yet to
be drafted as the news happened at an inconvenient hour -- but everyone needed
to know. Dull-voiced KVW politruks in their red and gold uniforms stood before
crowds forming in parks and midways and read their scripts as loud as they
could over the murmur.


"Comrades
of the Socialist Dominances of Solstice. From the People's Peak to your ears
this is an important announcement. Last night saw the end of the political
deadlock that has been threatening the capital for the past month. The National
Council of the SDS has decided to step down from governance, and have appointed
Daksha Kansal, from whom many of you heard the past week, as Premier of a new
government with a mandate to improve responsiveness and efficient pursuit of
the People's will."


Pauses, to
gauge the crowd. No response. Thus the statement continued. "Premier
Daksha Kansal and the newly-created SIVIRA, the Supreme High Command, will be
handling executive and military matters henceforth. There will be no changes
affecting the self-directed labor of Unions or the economic policies on
Cooperatives. Regional Councils will be subordinate to the SIVIRA on military
matters but will continue to be responsive to the concerns of the People in
this time of war as they have been in the past."


Nodding
heads, glances exchanged, intrigued, curious faces; some confused. Satisfied
the politruks continued their announcements. "Our country is in a
desperate struggle against a vicious enemy, and it will take great heroism to
fend off its heinous attacks. In the coming days, Premier Kansal will interact
with the People and commiserate on what can be done by all of us, the socialist
workers, to prepare for and win the real war that lies ahead. This being said,
the matter is settled. For now, tend to your labors and to yourself --
remember that your work and health represent the work and health of the
nation!"


Across the
city the Politruks delivered their speeches and then stepped down and ambled
out of sight, leaving behind the crowds and ignoring any questions asked.


There was
no great outcry one way or another, no visible social shift to match this
political shift. People simply listened, nodded their heads, and continued
about their day with a prayer for the comrades further south, upon whom Nocht
continued to encroach. For most citizens of Solstice, the words of Daksha
Kansal still resonated, if not entirely the contents then the spirit of them.
Many of them knew this was a necessary step and after her showing on the 45th,
they were eager to see what her governance would bring.


On the 51st
of the Aster's Gloom, Solstice knew of the Supreme High Command; and that news
would be slow to trickle out from the Capital to its embattled children.


 


51-AG-30. Dbagbo Dominance -- Camp Vijaya


Nobody paid
the rain any attention. By now it was simply the state of nature.


Dark
adobe-red mud covered the ground in the clearing. Sparse green spears of grass
stretched from crowns of mud and from murky puddles. Despite the cover of the
overgrown canopy above, rainfall scored the site as if unhindered, each drop
marking its fall on the soft ooze covering the forest floor. Gloomy and wet,
the jungle grew cold.


As the
convoy approached, frogs jumped out of the puddles and scattered away. Their
falls left their own round prints on the muddy ground. Naya watched, downcast.


Karima
sounded a bugle call, perhaps only because she wanted to. As long as she was
bugling she was out in the rain -- Lila held on to the umbrellas in her place
instead.


After the
bugle call was done echoing through the forest, everyone made ready.


In a
thoroughly unenthusiastic voice, Chief Ravan announced, "Today, we
are conducting tests on the 76mm KnK-3 gun. Mainly endurance tests. We already
have armor data."


This time
there were few formalities and fewer spectators. Under the unrelenting Dbagbo
rainfall, a paltry few engineers set up the prepared plates. Standing off to
the side, again under an umbrella, Ravan barely seemed to pay attention to the
test.


Inside the
Raktapata's turret, Naya handled one of the 76mm shells. Before her the KnK-3's
mechanisms were much more compact than those belonging to the previous guns,
though the casing bumper connected to the breech ring was closer in than the
length of a shell. This meant she would have to lift the shells up over the
bumper and slide them into the breech. Thankfully each 76mm shell weighed only
6.3 kilograms and had a manageable length.


Naya could
pick it up and put it down easy. She set the shell atop the brass bumper.


Unlike the
85 mm and 100 mm gun, the KnK-3 was not exactly a prototype according to Chief
Ravan. It was ready for manufacture for all intents and purposes and the model
they had was an example of the early production run. Today's test was much more
about how it performed mounted on the Raktapata than about the KnK-3 itself.


One
immediate sore spot was the gunnery sight. It was jammed very close to the side
of the gun, separated by a thin metal bracket. She could accidentally bang her
head on the gun when shooting via the sight. To make matters worse
the glass was lower quality and gave a dimmer, foggier view of the
surroundings than the experimental gunnery scopes on the other guns. Her
periscope could not sight the gun, but it offered a much better view and she
would have to rely on it more strongly to spot enemies from afar.


Before the
test began, she pulled back from the gunnery sight and raised her head to the
periscope, watching the engineers preparing the 80 mm plate at 500 meters.


"Why is
the plate so much closer this time?" Naya asked over the radio.


Chief Ravan
sounded pained in her reply.  "The KnK-3 gun can't do better
than this."


"I
see." Naya said. She remembered that her old 45mm anti-tank gun could not
penetrate any more than 43 mm of armor at 500 meter ranges, and no more than 32
mm of armor at 1000 meter ranges -- and this was taking into account 90 degree
angles that were not always guaranteed. It was enough power for light tanks and
the sides and rear of medium Nochtish tanks, but inadequate against the faces
of most tanks at significant ranges.


Though the
85 mm and 100 mm guns had been able to plow through seemingly any amount of
steel put in their way, the KnK-3 simply could not punch at that weight class.


"Naya,
commence 10-round endurance fire when ready." Captain Rajagopal said.


Naya nodded
her head, entirely to herself. "Acknowledged!"


She picked
the 76 mm shell she had been playing with up from the casing bumper, turned it
on its side and loaded it in at an angle until it sat on the feed slide, and
punched it in. Instead of an electrical trigger like the 85 and 100 mm guns,
she instead had a shooting lever. She reached for it, pulled it to open fire,
punched the hot brass off the feeding slide that connected the breech ring and
bumper, and then started to time herself. Grabbing a shell, loading it, and
shooting; this second shot was better representative of the time it took.


Nine
seconds. Not bad, she thought. Was she getting better?


After each
shot a tiny puff of gas escaped from the breech. It was thinner and less
noxious than that of the 85 and 100 mm guns but it was still quite annoying to
her! She also had to manually beat away the brass casing after it ejected and
hit the bumper. Sometimes it fell off by itself, but most of the time it simply
remained on the feeder after firing!


She focused
entirely on the repetitive motions, reaching, sliding, pulling.
She barely looked through her gunnery sight, and did not need to readjust.
Loading and shooting as fast as possible was her number one priority in an
endurance fire. Her fingers hurt, and she felt a distinct pain in her left
right shoulder and flank with each passing round. Her breathing quickened and
her arms felt loose and aching after the 10th round. When the endurance fire
was completed about one and a half minutes had elapsed in total.


Naya raised
her head to the periscope to view her handiwork.


Many of her
shots had stricken the edges of the plate, none of them had hit the dead
center. Of course, the aerodynamics of the 76 mm shell were different and she
hardly accounted for them. It was significantly lighter and shorter, and she
had been told it was made from much cheaper materials than the bigger shells.
She could see chunks of metal embedded in the target plate everywhere, leaving
ugly scars and compromised sections of the armor. There were two dirty
holes with a lot of metal still embedded, but at least indicative of a limited
penetration; but most of the plate was merely banged up and dented after the onslaught.


Naya turned
her periscope around and saw Chief Ravan rubbing her forehead with her hands in
quiet frustration. This was certainly less impressive than the previous guns.


"Sorry
ma'am!" Naya said through her radio. "I didn't do so well now!"


"Dear,
for the umpteenth time, it is not your fault." Chief Ravan replied.


Chief Ravan
called her engineers and had them take down the busted plate. For the two
penetrations they could not find significant shards even after thoroughly
searching the surroundings with magnets -- it must not have been a very
effective penetration. Perhaps the quality of the shells caused them to ground
to dust. Eventually they put up a second plate, this one thinner and smaller
than all the previous targets.


"Naya,
for this test use five AP shells, drawn from the reserve ammo stowage.
Your target is a 50 mm thick plate at a 60 degree angle at 500
meters." Ravan called out.


Beneath her
there was a long shell basket holding the tank's remaining ammunition. The
racks at her back held only ten shells for quick access during a fight, and the
baskets below and to her left, hugging the wall, could hold a total of fifty
extra shells. However for the day's test only 15 extra shells had been
furnished for the Raktapata's use.


This was
another rate of fire test. After all, a tank would likely have to fight off its
reserve ammo in a heated exchange with a mobile enemy, where it could not
afford to replenish the ready rack. Reaching down to seize a shell would add
time to the firing of the gun.


It might
also inflict on her back some punishment she wasn't sure she could
take.


Swallowing
hard, hands shaking, she tried to steel herself for the task ahead. She closed
her hands into fists, sat back in her chair, and focused away from her own
body.


It was
tough. She was aching a little everywhere. She could feel the wear on her,
as if still stretching taut the muscles and tendons in her shoulder,
arms, flank and hips.


"Naya,
commence 5-round endurance fire when ready." Captain Rajagopal said.


Naya breathed
in deep, and she started to time herself. She bent down and to the side, seized
a shell, raised herself back up to her seat with it, angled it into the feeder
slide, loaded it, opened fire. Fifteen seconds. She pushed away the hot brass
with her hand -- her insulated gloves protected her -- and took a quick peek
through her gunnery sight.


She
confirmed a clean penetration on the plate; she started reaching for the next
shell.


"Cease
fire and cut the engine now!" Chief Ravan shouted suddenly.


Farwah
complied immediately and the tank grew gradually silent. Naya dropped the shell
back into the basket and painstakingly helped herself up, standing on her
chair, and then on a foothold in the turret wall. She peeked up out of the
turret hatch in the rain. Though persistent, the rainfall was gentle and
relatively sparse compared to the past few days.


It allowed
her to hear the buzzing overhead, beyond the jungle canopy. She looked up in a
panic but could not see anything through the green. Chief Ravan waved her down.


"Naya!
Get back into the turret now! You're safer there!" She shouted.


Naya
gestured behind her, where an AA machine gun was set on a pintle.


"I
could use that to defend us!" She called over the radio, her lips
trembling.


"You
won't do any good Naya! Just hunker down and wait for it to pass!


Shaken up,
Naya remained out of the hatch. "Could it be one of our planes?"


"No.
Our planes have no reason to fly over this place!" Chief Ravan said.


Disobeying the
Chief, Naya turned around and seized on the machine gun. It was a Khroda heavy
machine gun slapped on a pintle mount with a box magazine. She scanned around
the canopy through the pop-up metal sight on the machine gun but she could see
nothing but slices of grey sky and the the rain filtering in through
the lush ceiling of the forest.


Chief Ravan
pressed her hands against her face in frustration at Naya.


"Can
we call for air support?" Farwah asked over the radio, still inside the
tank.


"We
barely have active planes in Dbagbo. Our airfields close to the border were
bombed early in the invasion and surviving planes were moved to improvised
airfields farther north." Captain Rajagopal said. "Nocht's flights
have only been hindered by the incessant winter rains. They otherwise have near
full command of our skies right now."


"I
suppose their air men must have gotten testy of late." Chief Ravan said.


"Or
they're desperate for intelligence to feed an attack." Captain Rajagopal
replied.


They heard
the buzzing of the engine again, closer overhead. Everyone quieted for several
minutes and stood still. There was no shadow, no way of knowing that the plane
had passed or whether it had them in their sights. They heard the buzzing come
and go beneath the gentle rain but could not divine its direction. It was
moving fast.


Then there
was a shriek on the radio that startled everyone.


"I saw
it! I saw it through the canopy!" Lila shouted.


Naya
scanned around in a panic but the plane did not materialize for her.


"What
kind of plane was it?" Karima demanded.


"Monoplane!
Grey with big propellers!" Lila replied. "Going that way!"


Again Naya
raised her gun, this time with a direction, but again saw nothing. She grit her
teeth, her hands shaking against the gun handles. She felt as if half-alive and
half-dead, as if her body was preparing for the fact that within an instant all
sensation could cease. Though the aching temporarily subsided, her stomach
turned and her muscles locked.


Everyone stared
helplessly up at their invisible assailant, standing near thirty two tons of
armored vehicle that could do nothing to protect them, helmed by a shaking girl
whose thoughts were whipped up into a swirl of panic and recklessness and
self-hate.


Rain
dribbled down the bridge of her nose and her cheeks, masking her tears.


Overhead
the buzzing of the engine grew near.


Everyone
took cover; with a gasp, Naya succumbed and hid back in the turret.


Holding on
to the hatch, she heard a swooping sound.


She grit
her teeth, hands tight on the handle, shaking and shaking.


No machine
guns, no bombs.


Overhead
the buzzing of the engine grew distant.


After
several minutes of silence, everyone inched out of cover.


"Back
to camp while we have the chance!" Chief Ravan shouted.


Leaving
behind the testing plate, the engineers packed up their tools and rushed back
into the Sharabha half-track with Ravan and Rajagopal; Farwah exited the tank,
hooked it quickly to the Tokolosh, and started out of the clearing. Moving so
quickly, everyone forgot Naya inside the turret, but that was fine for her. She
was still crying furiously.


 


52nd of the Aster's Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


Solstice Dominance -- The 10th Head


Premier
Daksha Kansal left her private car and walked down the street a few meters,
staring sideways at the property across the empty green park as though it was a
suspicious animal that was readying to jump. After a few minutes she turned her
back to it and returned to her car. Her driver advanced to one of the
driveways around the grass and followed it up to the building. As the Premier
and her company rode to the property, she glared at it through the car
window with her chin supported by the back of one hand. She shook her
head.


"What
do you think, Premier?" asked a big man seated across from her.


"It'll
have to do." Kansal said simply.


Palaces and
all they entailed did not sit right with the new Premier.


In 2007
Daksha Kansal and a few accomplices attacked a radio station in the southern
capital of Bada Aso. She had been sent there to expose the government's
corruption. There was a script, a quick, punchy message that would embolden the
struggling; Kansal hijacked the message in the heat of the moment. She
broadcast her ambitions. Across Ayvarta, for a brief moment, people contemplated
the possibility that one insolent woman at the bottom of the world could seek
after the head of the Emperor and the heads of his family.


What was
intended to be a moderate message of protest, became a declaration of war.


One year
later, the ambition would be realized. The Zaidi would stand in the
bloodstained halls of the Imperial palace having brutally disposed of the
regime.


There was
nothing left of that particular palace anymore.


It had been
destroyed, the land repurposed.


But not all
of the royal estates shared the same fate: one Palace remained. Humble for an
estate, but complete, accessible, and suitable for Kansal's new purpose.


Ironically
it was once the abode of one Pajar Kashlik, the chief provider of impetus
for the project of a nationwide radio infrastructure in the early 2000s.


In Ayvarta
it seemed that the past and future always entwined in eerie ways.


Kansal's
car parked just outside the broad, 24-step concrete stairway leading into the
estate. Two wings with richly decorated facades extended
thirty meters each to the left and right from a grand, gabled
entryway in the center. The Kashlik estate house was only two stories, and it
was much longer than it was wide. Surrounded by trees and shrubbery on
three sides, with an empty green park in front, and situated atop a small hill,
the estate had a commanding view of the sparse northern borough of the capital.
One could see some of the northern wall of Solstice from almost anywhere on the
property.


Despite its
richness, compared to the People's Peak it was a squat, unassuming rectangular
building that anyone could believe served no function but to play host to the
noble excesses of its occupants. It was just the pleasure house of a low Pajar.
Kansal despised large, unnecessary houses. In fact the space made her
distinctly uncomfortable and brought back bad memories. But the People's Peak
was a juicy, obvious target. It was a monument -- it would be targeted and
would be difficult to defend. She needed a hideout.


She needed
a 10th Head for her besieged 9-Headed Hydra.


"I
hate the place, but we kept it for just such a thing, so let us use it."
She said.


"At
the moment we can't build something more communist to replace it, comrade
Premier; that is the only reason that I suggested it! It is a property where we
can house the entire SIVIRA staff apparatus and its equipment in relative
safety and comfort."


"Is it
even wired?" Kansal asked skeptically.


"Yes!
That is another reason I suggested it, Comrade Premier, and it is one reason it
was not demolished. Pajar Kashlik had his estate thoroughly modernized by 2008.
He had telephone, he had a personal telegram connection, radio, backup gasoline
power generators. He even had refrigeration -- a giant gas-powered ice room for
storing food! It is the perfect place for our operations. Even as we stomped
flat the other palaces, the Commissariat of Development realized that the
Kashlik estate had too much practical value to destroy."


As much as
she hated the place, her pragmatism was overcoming her bias.


Her car had
an extended rear cabin with two plush seats facing each other. She occupied the
rearmost seat, and across and in front of her was comrade Kamau Mamani.
A tall, hairless man with skin like black diamond, smooth, dark and
glistening in light. His manners were gentle and reserved. He made no movement
that was sudden, and spoke with his hands always on his lap. Daksha appreciated
this. People who gesticulated wildly always made her nervous, though she knew
they had their reasons for those behaviors.


He was her
chosen companion on this business. Mamani had picked out the new location of
the headquarters of the "SIVIRA Of The Supreme
High Command," or SIVIRA. This would be the new national headquarters unit
of the army in the process of unifying -- known as the Sunhera Thalsena or
"The Gold Army" in the Arjun speech. It was variously referred
to in the past two days as both the STS and the Gold Army. The Gold Army had
gone through a few names in the KVW's hasty planning. There was talk of naming
it after the Svechthan Red Army, but a unique name was needed. Hydra Army was
considered as well, but while Kansal found the name personally appealing, they
needed something more universal.


"Gold
Army" had history -- it was an informal name given to the Emperor's
Ten Million Men.


There were
still legends and histories taught to children that referenced it.


Right now,
their army needed to feel like living legends in order to survive.


Thus, Gold
Army it was. "The Ayvartan People's Gold Army."


And this estate
would be The 10th Head, SIVIRA's headquarters.


Kansal
walked through the gabled entryway and into a spacious but empty lobby. It
would have to be furnished with a front desk. Long hallways in either direction
led to the wings, and doors directly ahead led deeper into the building.
Recessed staircases around the corners led to the second floor. It seemed as
though a lot of foot traffic could channel through the building unimpeded
-- a necessary feature in the time to come.


Through a
ground floor door at the end of the lobby, Kansal wandered deeper into the
palace, opening doors and peering inside grand tea rooms and game rooms and
gathering places. All of these could be converted to operational areas. At the
center of the building there was one room of immediate interest, with a long
carpet leading to a desk enclosed on three sides by tall bookcases. Overlooking
the desk there was an animal's head mounted on the wall. Gray with rubbery
skin, large, deep-set eyes and four massive tusks surrounding a fiercely
grinning stub of a snout -- a preserved King Tusker head.


"Remove
that grotesque exhibit from here post-haste. Replace it with my copper
hydra."


Mamani
smiled at her and rubbed his chin. "Chosen your office then, comrade
Premier?"


Daksha
silently acknowledged him by walking up to the sizable mahogany desk, running
her hand over it to trace a line over the surface dust, and taking a seat
in the big chair behind it. She sat with her hands clapped together over the
surface and closed her eyes.


"Yes.
This will be my office. My above-ground office, anyway." She said.


"Splendid.
We shall start accommodating the departments here." Mamani said.


"Right.
You may go, Mamani. When Chakma arrives, send her here if you meet her."


Mamani
nodded his head, saluted, turned and promptly left the room.


Premier
Kansal sat behind the desk for a few minutes after Mamani left the room. She
put her elbows to the wooden surface and held her head in her hands. She
steepled her fingers and stared out across the room, over the carpet, to the
door. Nobody would be soon to arrive -- she stood from the desk and checked the
books on the shelves. To her surprise, Pajar Kashlik had managed to collect all
fifty volumes of the Lubonia Encyclopedic Collection before she had him
killed. A lot of other outdated but valuable scientific, anthropological and
zoological books lined the shelves. The Pajar had managed to make
himself into quite a scholarly man on the backs and purses of the
working class people.


Shaking her
head, she left the volumes behind and wandered the estate alone.


Over the
next few hours more of the staff of the new SIVIRA began to arrive in trucks
and half-tracks and liaison cars, finding themselves pointed mostly to empty
rooms at first until more of their equipment caught up with them. Trucks
started to bring desks, chairs, file cabinets, and other necessary office
amenities. In their place, old chairs, leather couches, and king size beds and
other frivolities were hurled out onto the green patio until a use for them
could be found. Daksha had a mind to donate them to youth hostels.


In the
middle of the haphazard furnishing, a KVW gendarme alerted Daksha to the
arrival of her new War Secretary, and she promptly made her way to the
green to meet her.


Exiting a
liaison car, a short, golden-skinned woman with her hair in an orderly black
ponytail, pristinely dressed in the KVW black, saluted Premier Kansal.
Daksha nodded to her in return, resisting the urge to salute -- she wasn't
technically in the military anymore as Premier. Standing across from her Chief
Warrant Officer Cadao Chakma had a small smile on her round face, and her
diagonal, folded eyes shone with a color like the sun.


"Comrade
Premier, I'm honored to be of service! When I heard of my appointment, I
immediately set about gathering my proposals. I'm ready to work right
way!" She said. Her voice was charming and bubbly; she sounded like she
was ready to jump up and down.


"Your
initiative is appreciated, Secretary Chakma." Daksha replied.


"Secretary;
I can hardly believe it." Chakma replied, almost as if to herself.


Having
exchanged their pleasantries they walked back to the Premier's new office side
by side. By the time they arrived, the Tusker head had been taken from the
room, and a copper Hydra installed in its place. Looming over Daksha's head as
she sat on the desk, this nine-headed serpent reared back in quiet menace.
Chakma had the full view of the creature from her seat opposite the
Premier. The War Secretary laid various documents on the table.


"You've
expanded your proposals since we last met, I assume?" Daksha asked.


"Indeed!"
Chakma said, clapping her hands together. "I worked very hard!"


Prior to
this post, Cadao had been a staff officer working on training doctrine with the
readiness corps. As the KVW prepared for war in the past few weeks, she caught
Daksha's attention by compiling and submitting a research paper on resources
and organization for rapid remobilization. Like a growing number among the
KVW's troops and staff, her training was not fully complete -- in fact they had
not even begun to give her conditioning. She lacked the red glow in her eyes
because she was not yet even considered for it.


But she had
a vision and at the moment Daksha needed above all else people with vision.


"Alright.
Let's pretend I don't know what you're here for. What have you got?"


"Yes
ma'am! As you can see, I've assembled my organizational proposals for your
consideration." Chakma said cheerfully. "These documents contain an
expanded version of the proposals I previously submitted. Tapping into various
sources, I believe that we can immediately rally six corps worth of troops in
Solstice itself -- around 225,000 men and women in total, from KVW units,
Revolutionary Guards, Police, survivors of the southern battles and Battlegroup
Cadets mostly far along in their training."


"What
about the remaining battlegroups in the north?" Daksha asked suddenly.


"That
might be the one sticking point." Chakma breathed in deep, stuck out her
chest and spoke with greater conviction. "Comrade Premier! This may be
controversial, but I believe it is imperative that these forces remain in place
to guard the territorial integrity of northern Ayvarta against potential
incursions against the rear echelon of the Solstice Dominance. Though we could
sorely use the 400,000 troops in place there, I believe we should tap into only
1/4 of these forces and leave the remainder in case of a naval or aerial threat
to us!"


Daksha felt
a nervous twitch. She suppressed a snap judgment, an urge to reprimand what she
saw as wayward naivety. Certainly it was a daring proposal to make to her,
at this time when they needed as much manpower as possible in the south to
forestall an invasion. Daksha could not fathom why they wouldn't make use of
all their forces.


"I was
led to believe you were submitting a proposal for remobilization." Daksha
said.


Chakma
looked momentarily nervous, but gathered her convictions and continued in the
same forceful tone of voice as before. "Ma'am, I believe we can build a fully-equipped,
thoroughly organized force that will better serve our purposes than painfully
remobilizing, reequipping and reorganizing the northern defensive battlegroups,
which are currently lacking in officers, standardized training or even a
standardized force organization."


"True,"
Daksha said suddenly, nearly interrupting the last part of Chakma's sentence,
"but can Solstice endure the mustering of this force, or will we have an
army without a capital?"


"I can
make no guarantees, only predictions based on good info, ma'am." Chakma
replied. Her forehead glistened in the room's dim light, and she swallowed
hard after speaking.


"Alright,"
Daksha grinned, false sweetness mixed with all too real venom, "I think
you need a break, Secretary Chakma. It is your first day on the job and you are
visibly nervous."


"Ma'am?"
Chakma choked up and sat very stiffly against her chair.


"Fetch
yourself a drink, think things over, and return to continue your
proposal."


Daksha
waved her hand dismissively, picked up a pair of reading glasses from her
pocket and started to look over the document folders. Chakma looked around the
room in confusion, got the hint, and slowly, awkwardly retreated out to the
hall. She left the door half-open, and Daksha could see her shadow out in the
hall, pacing and pacing without aim.


Finally
Chakma returned, and without taking a seat, she saluted the Premier just as
stiffly as she previously sat. Her face was composed; she certainly intended
to look serious.


"Ma'am,
I stand by my proposal. I believe that if we withdraw too many forces from the
north we could suffer a surprise attack by Hanwa or Lubon, who are certainly
allies of Nocht and whose intentions in the conflict are not yet fully clear to
us!" Chakma said.


Daksha
looked up from the documents, staring at the new War Secretary over the lenses
of her reading glasses. She crooked an eyebrow at her, and then returned to the
documents as if disinterested. This further rattled the War Secretary, and
though it came from a confrontational place, it represented the most gentle scorn Daksha was capable of.


"That
is true, but you are essentially telling me to withdraw no forces."
She said.


"Untrue
ma'am! My proposal outlines the creation of one more army out of 100,000
forces from the north deploying to Solstice. Thus leaving three armies,
one each guarding the Northwest, North and Northeast! I believe this caution
will pay off in the future!"


"We
could those 400,000 troops in the South to fight against Nocht and stop them
from beheading us here at Solstice. We can raise new troops to defend the North
and East, where we have a better position anyway. Compared to Nocht's forces
225,000 is a paltry number. Do you really believe you can have armies rolling
out this quickly?"


"I
believe by the new year we will have 500,000 defending
Solstice and 1 million on the way, ma'am, if you follow my mustering, training
and organizational doctrine!"


Chakma spoke
up while looking straight forward and over Daksha's head, avoiding eye contact
from the seated Premier. She gesticulated as she grew more nervous and
each rapid and unpredictable movement of her hands corresponded with a nervous,
strained bump in the Premier's weary heart. Daksha pulled off her glasses and
pointed at the War Secretary with them, jabbing them sharply in the air as she
said key words and phrases.


"You
are invested in your plan; so then you are willing to take responsibility for
it should the worst happen? Staffers have a habit of feeling safe playing with
the lives of men and women and cities and farms and other organic things as if
numbers on a chart could wholly represent them. I know this: because I was a
brash idiot organizer once too."


Not exactly
true. Daksha had been a revolutionary organizer, but she had no formal military
experience and could not totally relate to a Cadao Chakma the way she could
relate to a Lena Ulyanova. Everything she knew about war and revolution she
intuited from experience, from success and failure, from the movements of
enemies against her, from the scars on her body and metal still embedded into
her flesh. She never had charts back then. War was an animal instinct to her,
and it was a clean science for Chakma.


Nevertheless,
it appeared that Chakma had unwavering faith in this science. It was perhaps
the same intense faith that Daksha had in her own ferocious instincts.


"I am
willing to take responsibility!" Chakma said. Her voice was growing
strained but there was a fire in her eyes and she stood perfectly still and
straight as she spoke.


Daksha
smiled warmly in return.


This time
it was a genuine smile and accompanied by genuine sentiment.


So genuine
it was that Chakma could see the total change in demeanor, and her stiff pose
slackened in her confusion. Daksha stood up from her chair, took Chakma by the
shoulder, and shook hands with her, the woman looking at her as if she was a
ghost.


"Congratulations
on your promotion to War Secretary, comrade." Premier Kansal said.


Chakma
blinked, and returned the hand shake in earnest. "Thank you ma'am?"


"Come,
sit, and let us discuss the intricacies of your rebuilding plan."


Leading the
woman kindly to her chair, Daksha sat behind the desk with a bubbly expression
on her face that seemed to continually confuse and unsettle her new War
Secretary. As they spoke, Daksha became even more convinced that this was the
proper person, and that her faith in that initial spark she saw in the woman
was not misguided.


 


52-AG-30. Dbagbo Dominance
-- Camp Vijaya


Though the
sky was characteristically bleak in color, the rain had momentarily abated.


Camp Vijaya
was lively as could be and took full advantage of the respite. People left
their tarps and tents and worked under the sky (technically under the
camouflage net). Radio operators brought the receivers out on handcarts and
laid back beside them on towels as if sunbathing. Engineers worked on small
parts out in the fresh air, soldering and sanding and treating on tables in the
grass. There was a soon a pungent scent of chemicals and paint swirling through
the camp; but everyone was happy to be free of the rain.


Around noon
there was a small disturbance. People cleared out of the area near the workshop
at the sound of Karima's bugle and at the insistence of Captain Rajagopal.
Small crowds gathered in a circle around the edges of the camp. Once the way
was clear, Chief Ravan had the workshop opened, and stood by with a megaphone
in hand.


"Everyone
ready? Time to begin the Raktapata tactical mobility test!"


Farwah
popped up from the front hatch.


"We're
just driving in circles around the camp."


Chief Ravan
turned the megaphone to his head.


"We
will commence the Raktapata tactical mobility test with an additional and
valuable scientific stipulation -- it is forbidden for Farwah to
speak during the test!"


Naya
laughed a little, standing at the edge of the wood while Chief Ravan shouted at
Farwah. Roaring to life, the Raktapata started its first lap around the
workshop, its engine powering an uncommon torsion bar suspension. Power was
transferred to the drive wheel in the back of the track, and from there the
other wheels. It navigated the terrain at a brisk pace and took corners
very easily. She watched it speed up, more gracefully than she would have
thought a vehicle of that size capable of. Somehow she had expected the vehicle
to move much more stiffly, but it turned and zig-zagged quite smoothly for a
tank.


Sadly the
spectacle would be short for Naya. She had somewhere to go today.


Nevertheless
she continued to steal glances as she made her way. Walking along the
outskirts of the camp to stay out of the tank's path, Naya followed Isa to the
back, where he climbed into the Sharabha half-track and cheerfully waved her to
the passenger seat. She climbed on beside him and settled on the stiff
cushion atop the rigid metal seat.


"Where
are we going exactly?" Naya asked. She had been given very little in the
way of instructions for the day. Previously she thought she would have no
chores on the 52nd.


"Chanda.
We're going to pick up sundries for the camp from the supply dump." Isa
said.


"Hmm?
Sundries? What kind of goods are talking about here?"


Isa smiled.
"Towels, soap, herb shampoo, kitchen and bath paper, razors, brushes,
deodorants, anti-fungals and other hygiene products like that; we can't run on
food alone, you know! A whole camp full of gearheads goes through these things
very quickly!"


Naya
nodded. "I noticed. Hard to scrub your face three times a day just with
water."


"Too
true. We'll be bringing back a lot hopefully, so help me carry the crates,
ok?"


Isa hit the
starter, and the Sharabha whined awake. Avoiding the Raktapata as it lapped
around the camp, the half-track slipped out of the camp and through the jungle,
down a path that Naya had not trod on for over a week now. She suspected that
the real reason for this trip was that Chief Ravan and Captain Rajagopal had
noticed her flagging condition and decided to get her out of the camp for a
breather. Other people came and went to Chanda on errands just to get a
breather. Naya was not enthusiastic about returning to Chanda for any length of
time. She liked the camp well enough. But orders were orders.


The
Sharabha was much faster than the Tokolosh, quickly reaching a speedy 60 km/h
even on the meadow. After leaving the forest Naya raised her eyes
reflexively to the sky, and she looked out for airplanes. She had two too many
encounters with Nocht's damnable Luftlotte in her life and she did not need
another. However the skies were clear of planes and though partly cloudy the
weather was agreeable. Chanda was soon in sight and without incident. Isa drove
the Sharabha up a steep grassy slope north of the school and followed it into
the sports field, reducing his speed. They were among civilians and had to
be careful.


Naya saw
children out on the field near them, playing, gathering around teachers--


She sat
up against the back of the seat, avoiding the window at her side.


"Something
wrong?" Isa asked, turning the wheel to steer the Half-Track to the
depot.


"Nothing.
Just don't want to seem like I'm goggling anyone." Naya replied.


Isa looked
skeptical, shook his head, and parked the half-track beside a big tin warehouse
that had been set up near the track and field in order to house army supplies.


"You
know, you're a real weird gal sometimes, Naya." He said. He was
smiling.


Naya smiled
back, in a cutesy, deflecting sort of way.


She had
seen Aarya out on the field, and an awkward instinct overcame her.


Inside the
tin warehouse, a tall, plump young woman was hard at work unpacking many
syringes from small wooden boxes packed with foam rubber sheets and sand. She
had her black hair bunched up behind her head, pinned with a wooden hair
clamp. When she turned to meet them her round, dark brown face was dusty from
the packing sand, and she wiped herself with a towel before reaching out a hand
and vigorously shaking with Naya and Isa.


"Hujambo!
I'm Sharna. You're the folks from the forest, right?" She said happily.


"Sounds
like us!" Isa replied. "Can you help us find the sundries we
requested?"


"I'll
do ya one better!" Sharna pointed over her shoulder at a corner of the room.
There was a stack of seven or eight crates of varying sizes there, labeled
"FOR CAMP V."


"Mighty
kind of you!" Isa said. "Naya, please get started on those
crates."


Naya looked
at him critically. Had he just brought her here so he could be lazy?


Isa seemed
to catch on to her silent accusation. "I have to fill out some
records!"


"Yeah
you'd better have to, you sloth!" Naya grumbled. Sharna snickered.


"Here,
I'll help you. Better than unpacking individual spirits-damned syringes!"


Sharna
stacked two large crates together and hefted them easily. Naya watched in awe
as she casually left the warehouse with them. She struggled to pick a
crate up and follow. When she lifted her own box she felt like a penguin
waddling under the weight.


Out behind
the Sharabha, Sharna pulled down the ramp and pushed her crates into the back,
securing them with the ropes on the benches. She stretched out her hands
to Naya and generously took her crate in too, setting it down on the benches
with the rest. Naya bent down, holding on to her knees, breathing heavily, sweat dripping from her forehead. When did she get this
weak? She used to be able to carry things like this so easily. Now her lower
back and her hips protested from walking thirty meters with a box.


"Listen,
I can carry the rest." Sharna said. She had a big smile on her face.
"Just leave it to me alright? I don't want to see a comrade put
herself out of sorts for a crate of soap."


Naya felt a
bit annoyed, like she didn't want the sympathy. But she suppressed the bad thoughts
and smiled back. "Is it because it's better than unwrapping individual
syringes?"


Sharna's
eyes glanced off to one side and she whistled a little. "Maybe it
is."


She walked
down the ramp. Naya started back to the warehouse, but stopped when she saw Sharna
staring out into the field suddenly, and heard a voice calling out to her.


"Hujambo,
Sharna! I see you're busy, but can you spare a few towels from--"


Naya froze
up at the sound of the voice. It traveled down her spine like a surge of
electricity. She tried to slouch, hands in her pockets, shoulders raised over
her neck, head down; she tried to make herself smaller, less noticeable. She
kept her back turned to the two of them, and moved millimeter by
millimeter, trying to inch away from the field.


"Eh?
What do you need them for? How have you run out this quickly?" Sharna
said.


His voice
sounded deeper, stronger, more confident than she
remembered it. She hated everything about it and hated how it had changed
more. "We've got some sick kids, just little colds, but they're
contagious. It's not fair other kids get to play in the field and they don't so
I want to get them cleaned up, give them some towels and take them--"


Naya felt
the pause, palpably. It was in the air. She felt it like a dart hitting her shoulder.


In that
interminable second she prayed a thousand times not to hear the word--


"Naya?
Naya Oueddai? Is that you over there?"


She grit
her teeth.


From her
slouching, sneaking stance, she turned her head a little over her shoulder,
trying to appear disinterested. But then the sight of him drew too genuine a
shock from her.


She
remembered Darshan as a lanky teenage boy, too-tall in his ill fitting track
shirt and shorts, long-legged, tough in a wiry way, sort of like she had been
at his age. He had grown into himself. His chest was broader, his shoulders
too. Even in a dress shirt and tie, in plain brown pants, she could see
thickness to him she didn't before. He had cut his hair closer and neater,
his face smooth and clean cut without his thin mustache and beard. As a kid he
had been cute perhaps, but he was infuriatingly handsome now.


"You
know each other?" Sharna said, clearing the dead air. She remained
unacknowledged.


Darshan approached
a few steps, and his face brightened up. He raised his hands to his head and
laughed a little, and he spread his arms as if he wanted to embrace her.


"Naya,
spirits bless you, it's been so long! It's been years! Gods alive."


Naya turned
fully around. There was no helping it anymore.


"Six
years or so?" Naya said, grinning a little, keeping her distance.


"I've
lost count; I never counted! You just vanished one day. Does Aarya know you're
around? Gods she'll be so happy to see you! Listen, she was right around here a
minute ago--"


Naya raised
her hands defensively. "No, no, no. I'm busy right now, sorry
Darshan."


Her eyes
kept honing in on the ring around his finger. She found it hard to stand in
place. Some part of her wanted to run away and hide somewhere; another just
wanted to tackle him down and crush his goddamned face. He didn't deserve that,
she knew it, but it would have felt so good to have finally broken these awful
ties once and for all--


"Yeah,
she's kind of got a job to do. You two can catch up some other time, this is
urgent." Sharna interrupted. Thank the Spirits for her. Naya nodded her
head vigorously.


Darshan
smiled kindly, a bit bashfully. It was a sudden, burning flash of the boy Naya
had known once, scratching his hair as though something had hit him in the
head, laughing self-effacingly and responding in a subdued tone of voice. It
was the same voice that he had used when he confided in Naya that he was very fond of Aarya
Balarayu.


"I'm
sorry to bother you, Naya! You know I'm just so happy to see you. It's great
that you're working hard for the army. We civilians owe you a lot these
days." Darshan said.


"Yeah."
Naya said, simply, awkwardly. She had to force it out of her tongue. Just one
syllable, but it felt like such a burden to say. It had been years! What did
two people in this situation tell each other? Particularly when one wanted
again to be gone?


But Darshan
simply didn't know malice. He smiled again like a little kid.


"Me and Aarya are both working as teachers here. I'll tell
her you're around, maybe we can meet up tomorrow, circumstances permitting.
Spirits bless you." He clapped his hands together in front of his face and
bowed his head to her in reverence.


Naya waved
her hand stiffly and nervously at him in response.


Still
smiling, Darshan departed to the field. As he left, Isa exited the warehouse
with a crate, upon which rested a carbon copy of the supply corps documentation
he was filling out.


"Never
in a million years would I have thought a crate of towels could be this
heavy!" Isa protested, waddling up to the ramp with the crate in hand.
Sharna plucked it from his grip and set it easily down on the benches with the
rest while Naya stood around.


Sharna
tactfully said nothing while they loaded the rest of the crates. When
everything was loaded and it was time to leave, she gave Naya a wan little
smile and wiggled her fingers while waving at her. Naya waved back and then
rubbed her shoulders while she waited in her seat, trying to pat down the
aching tendons. Isa took his seat on the other side of the half-track, Sharna
secured the ramp, and the Sharabha started up anew.


Under the
engine whine, Isa turned to Naya with a cheerful expression.


"Do
you want to stick around longer, maybe get a breath of meadow air?" He
asked.


Naya shook
her head. Isa looked briefly downcast and turned back to the wheel.


He sighed.
"I'm sorry Naya, I thought a little exercise outside the camp would make
you feel better and I asked the Chief to send you along. It was presumptuous of
me."


"It's
fine. Thanks for caring." Naya replied. She stared down at her own shoes.


"I really
want to make things right. I know I messed up the other day--"


"It's
not your fault, I told you. My back's been that bad for years."


"Has
it?" Isa looked at her with surprise. She shouldn't have said that.


"It's
on and off. It'll be ok. It happens to the best of us." Naya said.


For once he
seemed to divine her feelings from her tone and said nothing more.


On the
drive back, she felt quite stupid about everything. She felt terrible, avoiding
her old friends like that. Aarya and Darshan had been so good to her. They
deserved better than this behavior. After her parents separated she
left to join Battlegroup Rhino and disappeared for years without word to
them. Now she was suddenly back, and she saw explicitly in Darshan's face
how awestruck, how happy, how relieved he was to see
her. To break that up so she could load crates was nonsense. He must have known
it was nonsense. He must know now that she was trying to avoid confronting
them. He must have some inkling of her feelings.


Any
confrontation with them meant a confrontation with herself that she didn't
want.


She felt
sick of herself; framing it as "confrontation" made her feel even
more foolish.


"Isa,
what would civilians know of the current situation on the front, huh?" She
asked.


Driving
down the meadow toward the forest, Isa turned his head to her briefly.


"Well,
they wouldn't really know much. We tell them to evacuate, they evacuate, otherwise they don't have to know what the army is doing
explicitly." He replied. "It would only cause undue panic for them to
hear that the offensive is going badly and at the moment we're still processing
how to get as many people away safely as we can."


Naya
started to tear up. So they definitely thought that they might get to speak with
her soon, that it was just any other day for them and they could spend it
peacefully with a friend.


Isa was
still staring. "Naya, what happened? I know something happened."


"Nothing.
It's fine." Naya replied. Her face was rigid, contorted into a fake smile
while the tears streamed down her cheeks. She still thought she could run away
from everything.


Isa shook
his head. "There's only so many times I can respond with 'if you say
so.'"


"Find
synonyms then." She said bitterly. Isa looked on at the meadow without
reply.


The rest of
the ride was quiet; the rest of her day in camp, equally, painfully so.


 


52-AG-30. Dbagbo Dominance
-- Silb, 8th PzD HQ


Noel ambled
confidently into the war room, running his hands gently through his hair. A few
heads turned at his arrival, most unfriendly; nevertheless he took his place
around the central table, upon which the map of Dbagbo was stretched, its
surface cluttered by an array of formation chits and pins with all the last
known positions of ally and enemy alike.


He was
fashionably late for the strategy meeting, having had to wash and powder his
face, brush his hair and freshen it with various care products and don a fresh
uniform.


All of the
grungy men around the room looked varying levels of upset with this.


Noel certainly
could have fixed himself faster -- he had applied more makeup, done his
hair up fancier and dressed in ornate clothing under worse conditions than
this. He took his time because he wanted to enjoy himself.
For him, prettying up was a pleasure.


Besides
which none of them received a hygiene ration up to the level of a female chief
of signals or medicine or a corps adjutant, like he did. What the heck
did they know?


"Listen,
it takes a little time to get all of this," he touched his fingers to his
cheek, pressing them on the soft skin with a cute smile, and then lifting
them suddenly to flip his hair in a flamboyant gesture, "up to a standard
befitting a photogenic young lad like myself."


Eyes
blinked incessantly across the room. Signals Officer Schicksal cleared her
throat to disperse the silence. She was looking a bit more comely than usual
herself, with her hair pinned up in a professional-looking bun and a dab of
glossy red lipstick on her lips.


"Anyway,"
she said, "we're all here now, so let us go over the plan
definitively."


Dreschner
raised his head from the table and his eyes from the map, and he scanned the
room as if for the first time noticing the crowd building around him. Noel
spotted Reiniger pouting in a corner and Spoor meditatively in another, but the
HQ building was crammed with lower level officers as well. A few battalion
commanders were present. There were Captains and Majors of key units looking
over the map and awaiting orders.


"Yes,"
Dreschner said, perhaps slowly returning from the world of strategy and prying
from somewhere in himself a translation of its contents for human consumption.


He cleared
his own throat, withdrew an extendable stick, fidgeted with it for a moment,
and then tapped the stick on the map between two spots: Shebelle and the
Sandari.


"This
is the situation. Though the surprise Ayvartan Sandari offensive slowed us
down temporarily, the bulk of our forces are now clear of the river, and we
have by stroke of luck three full infantry divisions ready to lunge against the
main Ayvartan defenses. Shebelle is a humble city, but," he tapped on the
map marker for the city once again, "it is a fortified zone. To even enter
we must breach a horseshoe line of pillboxes, trenches, and tunnels
built on rough or roughened terrain.
Who knows what lurks past it? But the pillboxes are not our immediate
responsibility. Instead, our infantry will attack the defenses outside Shebelle
with limited Panzer support to draw the enemy's attention and keep them pinned
down."


Dreschner's
stick seized and slid up the 10th Panzergrenadier Regiment and the 8th Panzer
Regiment. "Our mission is to serve as the eastern pincer of an
encircling maneuver against Shebelle. The 8th Regiment and the 10th Regiment
will attack along the eastern flank of the Shebelle defensive line, but this
movement will be largely a feint, maneuvering up the defenses like a
stepladder. Once the defenders hunker down in their positions to engage us, we
will suddenly break away from Shebelle and sweep north to Benghu and
capture the town there. Then we will speed westward to link with the
other half of the pincer formed by the 10th Panzer Division, whose mission to
take Gollaproulu mirrors our own."


On the map,
the General arranged the forces at play, such that the Panzer Divisions formed
a pair of long arms around the back of Shebelle. "In so doing, we will cut
off Shebelle from supply and encircle several Ayvartan divisions. Initially our
position will be tenuous. The 10th and 15th Division will be working together
-- they have suffered more damage than us and need each other's support. We
will be depending on the arrival of the Kaiserin Trueday Division
formed of Nochtish Ayvartans and defectors. I can't vouch for their
reliability, but they'll at least reduce the frontage we'll need to defend
ourselves."


"Until
then, we will rely on a few combat multipliers, supplied by our Panzer aces
like Captain Skoniec, as well as the new machines that our engineers are
preparing. We expect the capitulation of Shebelle, and thus the defeat of
Dbagbo, by the 1st of the Frost."


Dreschner
gestured toward Noel and Noel smiled prettily around the room as if hoping to
solicit applause. He received none, but he continued to smile just to spite
them all.


"Any
questions?" Dreschner said. There was a slight hint of weariness to his
voice, as though he did not actually want to answer any questions, but it was
not the kind of menace that commanders in the old Weiss battalion
had shown Noel in similar settings.


Noel raised
his hands up in the air, hopping up and down in place.


Dreschner
sighed heavily and pointed him out. "Yes, Captain Skoniec?"


"All
due respect given, sir, but why not avoid the Shebelle defenses entirely?
Instead of leapfrogging across the sights of a bunch of pillboxes, where we'll
lose a lot of tanks--"


Dreschner
cut him off quickly. "Flank protection, Captain. Should the entire
division rush to Benghu and past the enemy, what stops the enemy from pursuing
us and threatening our salient? Furthermore I believe our losses maneuvering around
the outskirts of the Ayvartan defense will be minimal. We will not launch a
full scale attack against them. We will have a battalion or two attack from
range to scare them while everyone else advances."


Noel was
not satisfied with this, but he continued to smile. So far the Ayvartans had
not been a threat to them in maneuver warfare, but they had been
punishing opponents when properly dug-in. His old Weiss battalion
had felt the sting of a proper Ayvartan defense many times. They were masters
of making hell-maws out of shellholes.


Though
risky, perhaps reckless, forcing them to run out and then sweeping back to
destroy them denied them prepared ground for a fight. But this was clearly not
negotiable.


"Yes
sir! Thank you sir!" Noel said in a bubbly voice. He saluted in
resignation.


It was
Dreschner's call and he'd deal with the caskets in the end.


* * *


Following a
strict information control and anti-surveillance policy, the 8th PzD
Headquarters at Silb shut off all lights and cut all high level communications
at 2000 hours. Nobody would call the Divisional HQ after that. In case of
a tactical emergency, Regiment HQs closer to the front would be contacted
first, and expected to handle the situation themselves.


Schicksal
should have long ago joined the camp's sleeping ranks by 2300 hours. Instead
she stood in the middle of the little house given to her for personal use and
waited in the dark. A string of very long days fueled by very poor meals
the past week had left her so little time for herself that she was too
stressed to simply lay down and pass away the hours.


Some days
she just paced indoors, but she was starting to get into the habit of
going out at night and into the woods until around 0200. Then
after catching five hours of sleep or so she would jolt herself awake
with caffeine and a stimulant pill. Yesterday she had escaped the curfew and
smoked a few cigarettes under a tree, shielded from a light evening drizzle.


Tonight was
surprisingly dry, and as such gave her a unique opportunity. She withdrew an
electric torch and prepared bag, then snuck out of the house and into the
forest.


There was
one particular tree she had found about 500 meters from the camp that possessed
a sizable knothole into which she could curl up for cover. Two thick roots stretched
down the sides of the hole like arms open to an embrace. Protected in this
little place, she set down her bag, opened it and produced from it a one
liter, brown glass bottle of white wine from the Officer Special Ration; and a
roll of pulp fiction magazines.


After
removing the stopper and passing a cloth over the bottle's mouth to clean
off dust and bag lint, she raised it to her lips and tasted the contents right
out of the bottle.


It tasted
quite sweet but with a bit of a sharp sting hidden beneath. Sort of like her.


Bottle in
one hand, she spread open a book on her lap; torch in the other, she started to
read in the dark about Johannes Jager's epic battle against a communist
airship.


Alcohol
seemed to make the letters blur on the page. Somehow she found them more
pleasing that way. Her mind was more pliable, and she could imagine the
situations in the story more easily. She felt herself get swept up as
Jager shot a hook at the back of the airship hull and stowed away; she felt
each bonecrushing hit as Jager took on The World's Tallest Svechthan,
struggling via fisticuffs for control of the communist vessel--


She felt a
murmur building up around her, a bit of laughing, the rustling of leaves.


"Slow
down! I'm tired. I spent all day on maintenance."


"Well,
well; that's what this trip is about! You need maintenance yourself."


Was it the
liquor tricking her senses? Was she this drunk already?


Schicksal
set down the bottle and book, and stood up from her little nook. She crept
around the side of the tree, staring off into the dark, and saw two figures in
the distance. One had a lighter, flicking it on and off to create an
intermittent bursting of light. Both were well-dressed in uniform. She
recognized the bouncy blond hair on one -- it was Noel. And the boy with him
looked like his driver. Ivan, was it? Her head hurt.


She watched
them frolic for a bit and sit down together near a tree. They produced a little
candle lamp, lit the wick, and left it to flicker near them on the ground.
Noel rested his head on Ivan's chest, and Ivan stroked his hair gently,
lifting up the long tufts.


"We
sortie tomorrow right? What do you think of the General's plan?"
Ivan said.


"Eh.
It's ok. I don't really care to attack infantry. It feels like bullying."
Noel said.


Ivan laughed.
"Well, you are kind of a bully sometimes to be brutally honest,
Noel."


"Aww,
c'mon, that's not fair. I do it gently, gently." He rubbed his head
against Ivan's chest, laughing haughtily in response. Ivan wrapped his arms
around Noel's shoulders.


"I
wish we could just go back to Nocht sometimes." Ivan said. "You and
me."


Noel sighed
loudly. "I thrive in chaos. I've found it makes people overlook
things."


"I've
got nothing back there either. I just wish I did; or that I could, with
you."


"I
literally came off the street, you know. I'd only go back to that if I
returned."


"I
know. I'm sorry. I would get you a place, Noel. I'd do anything for it."


Noel looked
up from Ivan's lap and pulled him into a deep kiss.


Schicksal blinked
blearily. She felt her head throb. She was clearly drunk.


Once their
lips separated, Noel pulled Ivan down to the floor and loomed over him.


"Forget
about that, Sergeant. It's time I gave you a bit of maintenance."


"Engine's
ready for inspection, Captain." Ivan mischievously replied.


Schicksal
heard the tinkling of a belt buckle.


She saw
Noel's head dip in against Ivan's waist and rise up again in a slow, gentle
rhythm.


Ivan laid
back, mouth hanging.


Their
shadows entwined against the light from the lamp.


Sharp
intakes of breath punctuated their embrace.


Schicksal
raised her hands to her head, rubbing her temples in confusion.


She
was very
clearly drunk. She sank back behind her tree, picked up
the magazine, and tried to ignore the array of noises that her head was
fabricating to distract her.


 


53rd of the Aster's Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


Dbagbo Dominance -- Camp Vijaya


Naya
volunteered for the radio tent chores and successfully wormed her way to the top
of the list by virtue of false enthusiasm and an utter lack of competition. As
such she got to while away the hours listening in to idle chatter, staring at
the encryption machine, reading a booklet on code procedures, and being alone.
After the past few days, it was an improvement. Her head seemed, for the
moment, all out of nasty words for her.


Around
noon, the teleprinting message machine started to act up. At first, Naya
thought it was broken, because it made a sound like a Needlemaw's thousand gnashing
teeth crushing the entire skeleton of a small forest mammal. But then after
several minutes of crunching, it didn't spit out all of its internal machinery,
and instead put out a paper.


Naya stared
at it for a moment before producing her code booklet and going to work.


Minutes
later, feeling considerably worse for the effort, Naya ran out of the tent.


Benghu was
under attack and everyone at Chanda was suddenly in danger.


Aarya was
suddenly in danger.
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From the office of the Premier and Commissar
of Defense on 53-AG-30:


 


Comrades of
the Socialist Dominances of Solstice!


As these
words are spoken, as they are written, as copies are printed, and
distributed, a monumental effort is taking place across our beloved homeland.
To the south, our brave warriors resist strongly the brutal, pitiless advance
of our monstrous enemy. Here in Solstice, our government has reorganized itself
for the effort of war and for the care and relocation of millions of refugees
from the southern battles. Farther north, our industry, tucked away from the
line of battle, prepares itself for the gargantuan effort that lies ahead.


My name is
Daksha Kansal. Henceforth I am your Premier — it is an office held by few
before me, and held before only during war time. Again it shall be held during
war time, for this war that has come to us is like no war before. I was
appointed by the National Council before its self-directed disbandment, and
have pledged to vigorously direct the struggle ahead, hand in hand with
the remaining senior elected officials, a cabinet of qualified ministers, and
the elected leaders of our industrial unions, regional organizations and
collective farms.


Today,
whether you are listening or whether you are reading, I address you in order to
explain to you in the fullest terms our situation, in order to enlist your aid
in the endeavor of our lifetime, and to instill in you hope and confidence in
these difficult times.


Starting on
the 18th of the Gloom, the advance of the Lehnerite Nochtish forces,
spurred by the perfidious ideology of the global bourgeoisie, has claimed
hundreds of thousands of lives, soldier and civilian both. As they advance they
have imprisoned millions of our civilian comrades in the cities and villages
that they once called home. It is difficult to determine exactly the number of
our people lost or enslaved, but any number is too high.


The Nocht
Federation is our enemy, and we have from the first day strongly resisted their
attacks. Nevertheless they have taken Adjar and Shaila, and though some of
their finest divisions and air forces lie dead and smashed across the face of
our dear Ayvarta, they continue to hurl men and equipment against us with such
bestial fury that we find ourselves unbalanced by their maneuvers. In Ayvarta
and across the globe, there is talk of the invincible power of the Nochtish
army. Does our situation serve as a demonstration of this?


Of course
not! I urge you to read on and correct any such defeatist nonsense!


People are
quick to sing to the praises of ravenous power as if lulled to some kind of
religion. History has proven that no army exists that cannot be defeated. Did
not the Kingdom of Lubon appear invincible as it spread across the world, claiming
colonies on every sea and crushing indigenous resistance? And yet, one by one
their colonies secured themselves. Everyone believed Svechtha had no hope of
rescuing itself from Lubonin imperialism, and yet here we are! That is History,
and it has been made before.


At the dawn
of the new millennium, Lubon was the Nocht Federation of its time.


Did not the
Franks in the northern Unification War appear invincible as they rolled over
the Nochtish army and pushed them further and further back across the northern
continent? And yet, in the end, Nocht not only defeated the Franks, but
conquered and assimilated their lands fully within two years. Back then, the
Franks were akin to Nocht now. People were in awe of the magnificence of the
Franks, the large number of their guns, the fine make of their bayonets, the
wild blue flash in the eyes of their men!


But they
failed; this is history now! Nocht made history then!


Fact is
that these battles of the past month do not represent the making of war but the
springing of an ambush against a peaceful and unsuspecting people. Our troops
were near totally demobilized and unprepared for any battle, much less a full
scale war. Nocht attacked unsuspectingly with scores of fully mobilized
divisions and secured itself every short-term advantage that it could, while we
suffered every short term disadvantage possible.


We were
hamstrung by the politics of my governmental predecessors, slowed down by the
need to evacuate as many people and industries as we could on the shortest
possible notice against the most horrible and unceasing violence, all the while
fighting the enemy while outnumbered and not fully reequipped. In such
circumstances, we have lost many battles.


I must
stress that these are not permanent, insurmountable deficiencies.


Even with
these disadvantages, we managed to secure a great victory in the battle of Bada
Aso in Adjar, killing scores of the enemy, destroying much of their precious
equipment and erasing many skilled officers and men. We have deprived Nocht of
tanks, aircraft and ships that they could not afford to lose at this stage of
their operation. They expected to defeat us with impunity because of their
surprise advantage. Our tenacity has so surprised them that their entire front
has slowed to a crawl in fear of our growing resistance.


Nocht’s
short-term advantage is spent! Our country is awakening. At the political level
we are appointing experts in various fields to form a new council of executives
and secretaries to insure we are able to sustain the battlefront and home front
and to conduct both military and civil policy as smoothly as possible.
Ministers like War Secretary Chakma, Economy Observer Mamani, and
Civil Executive Yuba, and myself, are committed to building up our
armies without sacrificing the services that are the human right of our
citizens. Rest assured that we continue to be committed to feeding and
housing all citizens. This includes our traumatized comrades fleeing north from
the Nochtish violence.


We are
working with Union leaders, who have key roles to play in this struggle, to
rebuild our industry and to create the necessary weapons and ammunition to
defeat the enemy. Our work, that was beforehand casual and peaceful, will have
to take on a more serious mentality to cope with these dire times. I must
beseech every comrade who can go to work to do so; those comrades, who before
chose to live on stipends, as is their right of course, I ask that you seek out
the nearest work office or union contact, or the recruitment office, and serve
your country, which is in great need of you. Every man, woman and young student
or child, who is thinking “what more can I do for my country?” I encourage you
to go to the nearest political or union or work office, and seriously consider
this question.


I also
encourage those spoiling for a fight to put their energies to good use and join
the armed forces. We are undergoing a project to revive our military programs
after the neglect and mismanagement that was rife in the past administration.
Our Sunhera Thalsena is in great need of men and women. Those
of you who wish to defend the homeland, regardless of your current ability,
consider joining our Gold Army. It is the duty of trainers and instructors to
hone your skills and make best use of you. So long as you try your best,
previous experience or exceptional strength is unnecessary to join.


However, I
must also beseech comrades who are working in important industries, and feel
their work is insufficient and that they must run to the nearest recruitment
center and sign up for war — your work is important to the nation! Those of you
in machining, in mining, in agriculture, in academics, in care work, in
medicine, in numerous other professions, can do much good in your position. It
is true that we need soldiers, and I will not discourage any man or woman who
wishes to fight for our country. However, whole factories, whole farms, cannot
pick up and go fight without serious shocks to their regions and to the country
as a whole. Please consult with a political or union official and consider your
options.


The Gold
Army is our great hope, but an army cannot fight without factory workers to
produce weapons, without teachers to protect and care for the children they
leave behind in their villages and towns and cities, without doctors to care
for them if they are hurt or sick, without writers and journalists and artists
who keep them informed and entertained and who enrich their minds and give them
dreams to dream in the middle of the trenches. Our entire body of work, the nation’s
body of work, is important, and meaningful. All of our nation must mobilize for
war, for the war will inevitably involve every industry.


That is the
message that I wish to send to every citizen comrade of our nation. You are at
war, a war that none of us wanted. To end this war will require each and every
one of us to commit all of our efforts. Join the army, join a union, seek to do
everything possible to you, and let nothing hold you back. Only through this
great shouldering can we pick up and heave our hated enemy away! Volunteer
today, and make every effort for comrade and country!


For
motherland and for socialism, comrades! Rise up and fight back!


— Premier
Daksha Kansal


 


From the Office of the Commissar of Defense,
53-AG-2030


Disseminate
to all combat Headquarters and officers down to Battalion level.


You will
have heard that the political situation in Solstice has changed and a
government more amenable to the great and heavy restructuring necessary to
rebuild the armed forces has come into power. As such, you are now part, not of
the Territorial Army or the Kivuli Jeshi A Watu but part instead of the new
Sunhera Thalsena of the SDS.


Due to the
establishment of the Gold Army, the K.V.W. and the Territorial Army will now
effectively cease to exist, and will become part of this unified structure.


Your orders
no longer come from the Military Council or the Civil Council (any Civil
Council) but from the Headquarters of the Supreme High Command, known as the
“SIVIRA.”


Battlegroups
Tortoise, Dingo, Serpent will be renamed the 5th, 6th, 7th Armies of the North
Solstice Front, operating in Chayat and thereabouts. Battlegroup Rhino,
Battlegroup Falcon and Battlegroup Ram will become the 2nd, 3rd and 4th Armies;
the first belonging to the 2nd Solstice Front, operating in Dbagbo and
Southeast Solstice, and the latter two belonging to the 1st Solstice Front,
operating in Tambwe and Northwest Solstice.


Where
necessary these armies will be reinforced beyond their current standard.


Finally,
the Revolutionary Guards will be mobilized and activated as the 1st Army of the
1st Solstice Front of the national capital; while the KVW Divisions, which
enjoy a greater standard of armored and motorized vehicles than any other
currently active force, will be parceled out among the remaining armies where
necessary to act as fast strike forces.


In
addition, we are in the process of raising three additional armies that will be
activated as the 8th, 9th and 10th Armies by the start of the new year, divided among the 1st and 2nd Solstice Fronts.
This will help us achieve our short term goal of 500,000 operational troops
active in and around Solstice. Furthermore we are mobilizing civilian labor and
reserve or training troops to create defenses, camps and supply areas around
Solstice to fend off the incoming Nochtish assault. From this follows this
next, most painful order.


Due to the
botched offenses in Tambwe and Dbagbo that were ordered by the inexperienced
leadership of the defunct National Council, it has become untenable to defend
these areas, and as such, the SIVIRA is ordering a withdrawal in partial stages
from Dbagbo and Tambwe to Southeast and Southwest Solstice. These orders are
effective immediately for the 2nd and 4th Armies. The 8th Mechanized Division
and the 10th Mechanized Division, as well as the newly-organized 2nd Air Army
and 3rd Air Army are being deployed to these territories to assist in whatever
way possible. The 2nd Army will withdraw toward the city of Sahib Qadis and the
Gennom pass, while the 4th Army will withdraw toward Sirat and the southwest
desert. This is effective immediately.


We are
appointing new officers to the new Front commands as well as promoting Generals
in charge of the various Armies. All Divisional level officers interested in
these commands are encouraged to apply; due to the current situation however,
officers of the 2nd and 4th armies will not be considered as they are needed in
their posts to maintain combat discipline and order. We will not yet
reestablish Corps commands, until more officers are available.


Finally,
the SIVIRA wishes to formally applaud and remember forevermore the bravery
and spirit of the fighters of Battlegroup Ox who survived the entire length of
the battle of Bada Aso as well as their commander, the exemplary Colonel Madiha
Nakar. While Battlegroup Ox was technically disbanded due to losses, Colonel
Nakar and her handpicked troops will be reorganized as the 1st “Askari”
Motor Rifle Regiment, recognizing their bravery and their hard-earned
experience in combat with the foe. In addition the Regiment will be awarded the
Order of Lena, and a new “Battle of Bada Aso” merit to commemorate their
struggle, as well as the Gold Banner. Thus: attached to the 4th Army, they are
to be known now as the 1st Order of Lena, Defenders of Bada Aso, Gold Banner Askari Motor Rifle Regiment.


All of our
armed forces should look to them as an example in the coming months.


— Marshal
Daksha Kansal


 






















29. The Benghu Tank War
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Dbagbo
Dominance -- Shebelle Plain


Though the
sun had risen over Dbagbo, early in the morning the sky was so thick with
clouds that a twilight gloom remained settled over the land. At dawn the glow
of the sun diffused through the clouds allowed one to see through the rain, but
one could not call it day.


Nine
aircraft soared high over the plains of
Shebelle, carefully divided into three tight, mutually supporting
groups of three planes each. Clouds raged around them as though aware of
their intrusion. They saw colored lightning crackling in the distance, and a
buffeting wind brought the deluge right to their cockpit wind shields. One by
one the aircraft banked down and to the right, slowly descending several
hundred meters only to find themselves with much more grey beneath them and the
unabating rain still around them.


It seemed
that much like the sun overhead, the ground below was being denied to them.


"I
didn't expect the alto clouds to be this thick. What the hell is this
storm?"


"Whatever
it is, we can't see shit Captain! We're gonna have to go lower!"


"We're
not going below 4000 meters without a target, whatever the cloud cover."


"It's
your call Captain, but I think we're hopeless unless we shed some
altitude."


Reluctantly,
the squadron leader ordered all aircraft down to 4000 meters over Shebelle. One
by one the aircraft gently descended, again down and to the right. The Warlock
dive-bomber was not an agile craft, it was monstrously slow compared to
the Archer fighter plane and one could feel its weight when it tilted and
banked. One propeller on the nose lifted the craft's robust frame,
with its distinctive gulled, inverted wings. Large, unarmored landing gear
stretched helplessly below the craft and made a nuisance of itself in flight,
but it allowed them to lift off and touch down from improvised airfields -- the
only reason they were flying at all today. Each plane's payload of
500 kg worth of bombs was kept in a bomb bay in the belly on the craft. A
tail gunner scanned the rear for contacts.


Warlocks
were easy prey for fighters in the open air, everyone knew that much.


But nobody
in this squadron had ever met the Ayvartan air force in open combat. In the
first few days of the war they had bombed plenty of air fields in Shaila and
never saw a fighter around. Some of them were starting to believe there wasn't an
Ayvartan air force.


Instead the
fear of sinking below the 4000 meter threshold, a line that should not be
passed without a target firmly in sight, stemmed from their position over a
city. Everyone knew of the 500 air men who lost their lives to the withering
gunfire over Bada Aso. It was a story that had passed around, exaggerated, over
the past two weeks, but these men believed it strongly. They didn't get to read
the reports that equivocated damages and injuries and crafts
"to-be-repaired." They got to hear 500 casualties, over and over.


The
Nochtish Air Force in its modern incarnation had never seriously been
challenged.


Something about
the sky around them took on a mythical character, and as they descended, the
ground below them slowly revealed its nature as a vast, menacing foe. Through
magnified bomb sights and rain-slick windows they surveyed the terrain.


"Messiah
defend, look at the size of that. Do we have surveillance pictures of
this?"


Shebelle
was a humble city, home to scarcely twelve thousand inhabitants in peace
time, with a low lying skyline, nothing like the massive spires of Rhinea's
cities or the vast urban sprawl of Tauta. A cluttered city center two or
three kilometers long and wide was surrounded on its three southern-facing
sides by staggered lines of small hamlets, like a shield set before the
advancing front, and wide open plains to the north.


There were
scattered habitations, lone cabins and small farmland and tiny three-house
"villages," all situated haphazardly two or three kilometers
from the outer hamlets and the city. Though mostly flat and wide open the
terrain around Shebelle also gently rose and fell, forming sweeping dips and
scattered mounds with meadows between. Vegetation was intermittent and mostly
diminutive, and hard landforms simple and sparse.


From the
air, the sizable preparations of the city defenders were evident. Large and
broad arrowhead trenches had been cut into the earth along the city's
outskirts. There were three main defensive lines, on the south, east and west
of the city, each quite long and deep and composed of several trenches and
positions. Large fortifications made of wooden logs and sandbags
formed the joints between the trench networks, but pillboxes and
cannon lines, sniper dugouts, gun nests were scattered all along the
lines. There were men and guns, barbed wire, sandbags, and likely mines, in the
outlying hamlets and the center.


"What
do we even hit first? We'll need a dozen sorties to make a dent in that."


"Then
we'll sortie a dozen times. Right now orders say to soften up south
Shebelle."


"Lotta
things in the south, Captain. Gotta pick one, do we hit those forts
or--"


"Captain!
I see a group of tanks and vehicles going out the main road."


There was
an exasperated sigh over the radio. "Problem solved, I guess."


"I'll
deal with that column. Split up into flights. Take the two southern
forts."


Across the
squadron every man responded in turn with an 'Aye, Aye, Sir!'


The Captain
smirked. "Hustle up. Infantry's only an hour out from this mess."


Flying in
groups of three aircraft the Warlocks broke formation and descended on the
southern trench grouping. Of particular interest was the column of vehicles
moving south along the one main road running through Shebelle that bisected the
city. The Captain claimed this as his target and led his flight toward the
road. Even in the rain the enemy was easy to make out. There were fifty small tanks,
likely Goblins, heading south to intercept the infantry; or perhaps to be
dug-in as last-minute emplacements.


From an
altitude of 4000 meters the Captain and his two wing-men lined up with the road
and began their dive. Though the Warlock was clunky compared to speedy
fighter planes it was a born and bred bomber with enviable features for
the task. As soon as the pilot pulled back the dive lever, various assisting
mechanisms came to life in the cockpit.


Red tabs
protruded from the wings, signalling that the auto-pilot was properly engaged.
Coolant flaps closed; soon as the pilot adjusted the throttle and threw on the
brakes, the gyros kicked in and the aircraft practically dove itself,
swooping down at a near-vertical angle, its speed maintained at a steady 500
kilometers per hour. From the 4000 meter starting point of the Warlock's dive,
the Captain and his men would hurtle to the 500 meter bombing point within 25
seconds. His cockpit accurately gauged everything for him.


The Captain
took a deep breath, armed his weapons and stared between the cockpit front and
the altimeter. When a light on the instrument blinked at the 500 meter dive
point from the target, he released his bombs and instantly hit the
automatic pull-out switch.


Below him
one of his two bombs crashed onto the road and detonated violently among
the enemy. Each 250 kg bomb was the size of a bulky man, and each blast would
be a hellstorm of fire followed by a massive shockwave, strong enough to knock
a tank on its side. Following in his wake, the Captain's wingmen launched their
own bombs, each capable of landing within 25 meters of the other thanks to the
Warlock's consistent diving.


As he
pulled up the Captain was seeing stars from the effect of the g-forces, strong
during his dive but most deadly during his renewed ascent. His Warlock plane
automatically pulled up from 400 meters at a preset angle and climbed from the
dive. For five or six seconds he blacked out completely from the forces exerted
on his body -- his aircraft climbed over 500 meters in this span of time thanks
to its speed. When he regained the fullness of his senses, he was nearly 2000
meters up. He then leveled his craft and regained his breath.


"What
do you see out there right now?" The Captain asked his tail gunner.


"We
got them sir," the tail gunner replied. "I can see kills. Bombs on
target."


He banked a
few degrees and looked over his shoulder past the wing of his craft. Along a
hundred meter stretch of the road, thick columns of black smoke
rose against the rain. As he flew over the impact area he
quickly appraised that perhaps twenty or thirty vehicles were
wrecked by the bombs. He witnessed first-hand surviving Ayvartan
troops abandoning several remaining vehicles, like ants fluttering about
underfoot. Moments later, the storm gusts started to clear away the
smoke and there was evidence of the chaos. Broken wrecks, smashed turrets sent
flying into trees, fires and meter-deep craters on the road.


Looking up
and out farther afield, he saw columns of smoke, warped by the water pattering
against the cockpit glass, rising from two familiar locations along the
southern lines.


Two of the
large fortifications and their surroundings were burning after the attacks
performed by the other Flights. Reduced to piles of shattered logs and
scattered sandbags, the forts would not longer be able to hold the gaps between
the trenches.


"Good
kills, good kills," said the Captain. "Looks like all bombs on
target."


He leveled
his craft again and searched for his men. He found them a ways from their
burning targets, their aircraft climbing and sweeping -- maneuvering evasively.


Outside his
cockpit he heard a snapping sound like a giant balloon bursting.


Metal
shards struck his windshield, sounding like grains scattering on the floor.


"Anti-air
fire from below, they've got us in their sights!" a wingman called out.


Bright red
tracer shots ripped through the air like burning arrows, filling the sky with
light and fire and smoke. Around Shebelle the ground was coming alive with the
skyward fire of the anti-air guns. From as far away as eight to ten kilometers
the shells came flying. Snappy automatic shots burst all around them like
firecrackers, sending hot fragments bouncing off the hull and scratching the
wings and leaving puffs of smoke in mid-air. Heavier and larger shells exploded
just off the edge of the Captain's vision, and he thought he felt the force of
them going off, the noise generated by the distant blast, the sound of
grain-like fragments scattering impossibly fast and punching tiny holes in his
wings and tail on contact.


It was like
flying through a mine field as all the mines went off at once. Dozens of
shells flew at them from seemingly every direction. The Captain felt the engine
lurch for a fragment of a second whenever the propellers munched on a burst of
small fragments, and he banked hard to avoid the worst of the explosions, but
the volume was building. The Warlock's fixed landing gear and bulky frame
created too much drag for any kind of skillful evasion. Every shot was chipping
away at the craft; he gambled with every second of flight.


"One
more pass, squad! Drop the rest of your bomb load and lets
get the fuck out of here!" shouted the Captain, turning his sights again
on the main road to Shebelle.


A Warlock
could appear momentarily quicker while diving at a locked speed of
500 kilometers per hour. But that was with the force of gravity at its back.
Cruising at the 4000 meters altitude that was necessary to start an optimal
dive, the Warlock was limited to 300 kilometers per hour, less than half the
speed of an Archer fighter plane. Battered by the rain and struggling against
the wind the craft was forced to move even slower and it was almost
agonizing to the pilots how sluggishly the Warlock cleared the skies
around it.


The Captain's
Flight made its way over Shebelle's center, high above the humble
university campus and the central plaza where they saw scores of guns rallying
over the yellow and orange brick roads and parks. All three craft endured
intense automatic fire from all around the city, almost completely exposed in
spite of the rain and their altitude.


Lightning
flashed overhead, a bolt crashing down onto a tree outside the city. Once grey
skies were turning pitch black. Around them the rains thickened. Gunfire did
not abate. As the planes swept over their enemy they seemed even more exposed
under each flash of lightning as if the sky was launching its own tracers
down to point the way.


Sweeping
around the empty northern edge of the city, still dodging tracers from the east
and west, the Captain instructed his Flight to commence a soft turn. Under
worsening winds and blinding rain their maneuverability had only grown worse.
Tight turns were too risky, especially for partially damaged air frames -- the
Flight took a very wide and sluggish turn, leaving the road and doubling back
around in the city's north-eastern boroughs, tracing a quarter circle
around the edge of the city before coming out of the turn facing south.


Far ahead
of them the Captain spotted the other flights in time to see two planes shot
out of the sky and spinning down in flames toward the trench lines across
the city from him. It was almost a casual sight -- he looked up, briefly
confirmed the location of his other crews, and then the red tracer shot up, like
a dart lancing onto a board and burning it. He could hardly believe it at
first, though it captivated his mind this way for only a few seconds before he
saw the tracers directed at him and reestablished control of his craft.


Suddenly
the radio filled with expletives and cries and shouting back in a tone almost
as incoherently as his own men was all the Captain could do to try to restore
order.


"Drop
your last bombs and return to base. Calm your panic. We're almost
through."


Everyone
went silent. It was as though he had killed all the men with his words.


Visibility
was growing ever poorer. Through the shower he had been able to spy on the
Ayvartans below, looking like ants, and their vehicles and guns like big fat
beetles crawling beneath him. Now he could discern scarcely anything of his
surroundings. Rain washed down his windshield with such strength that
it warped the world below utterly out of recognition. Only his bomb sight
gave him a clear picture, but one limited in scope.


He could
still see the bright flashes of ordnance exploding in the air around him.


As the
Warlocks soared out of Shebelle due south, the Captain found the
vehicle column again, roaring down the road to try to get away from the
battle. There was no cover from an air attack available to the tanks and trucks
-- there were trees, but too sparse to hide in, and the terrain was too open
otherwise. Their best bet was running on the road where their speed was
relatively unhindered. But he was still several times faster.


"Prepare
to dive! We're dropping the bombs in a line along the road!"


He pulled
the dive brake and flipped a switch to arm his second 250 kg bomb.


As he
initiated the dive he saw a flashing red from a tracer soaring up beside him.


Overhead
the monstrous shell detonated and cast hundreds of fragments down.


A chunk of
metal the size of his hand burst through the top of the cockpit and embedded
itself in his instrument panel. Water and glass fell over him, and he felt the
force of the wind battering his face as his craft pulled down into its dive. In
an instant the rest of his canopy broke off, and only his leather belts kept
him anchored. He heard a tiny sound near his face and found it difficult to
breathe -- glass or metal had pierced his oxygen mask.


Shaking his
head, he suddenly realized that he smelled smoke. At his side one of his
men had a chugging propeller and was losing control. He spiraled away from
the dive area and disappeared. The Captain locked his hands around his control
stick.


"Stay
on target!" He shouted. Sparks flew from his damaged instruments.


His
altimeter failed to alert him and missed the bombing window -- but he had
been counting the seconds in his head. A perfect dive was always from 4000
meters down to 500 meters. A perfect dive was always at 500 kilometers per
hour. He focused, through the cold and the wind intruding in his cockpit,
through the dangerous sparking of his instruments, through the wild swinging of
his damaged gauges. He opened the bomb bay.


Despite the
instrument damage, the Warlock started the automatic pull-up on cue.


Behind him
the Captain heard the bombs.


First his
own, and then his first wing-mate seconds later.


There was
no third bomb.


He heard a
discordant, distant noise as he climbed.


"We
lost Adalwein!" groaned the tail gunner as if in pain.


The Captain
barely heard it, and in fact the gunner barely said it. They were climbing and
the strength of the g-forces increased exponentially, and the loss of the
canopy took away their only slim protection against the outside pressures. The Captain's
vision went black and he felt as if his brain was being squeezed,
pressed like a grape between God's fingers.


With his
oxygen mask breached he was utterly unable to breathe.


Split-second
images filtered through the black.


Over
Shebelle all matter of colors raged in the clouds. It was beautiful.


He thought
that words escaped his lips. He thought they were poignant and fitting.


Losing all
consciousness, he suffered no more as his plane rose ever skyward, the
fuselage tearing, the propeller failing, and then fell back as though cast down
from the heavens.


 


* * *


Dbagbo Dominance -- Silb, 8th Panzer Division
HQ


Dreschner
stared at his signals officer with a hand on his chin.


His face
bore a neutral expression as if observing a scientific specimen.


"You
are hungover or drunk. I am certain of this." He said.


Schicksal
looked over her shoulder at him, her headset half-falling out of her messy
hair. She turned down the radio's volume controls and rubbed her forehead
with her fingers.


"I'm
not hungover, I just slept wrong. I'll be fine." She said weakly. She
yawned.


"Slept
wrong?" Dreschner shook his head. "How much liquor was it?"


He sniffed
the air around the radio set casually as if he could discern an answer.


All he must
have caught was the scent of an Evening In Rhinea
-- whatever that was like -- because she had profusely
perfumed herself with it to hide the smell of booze. As part of her
professional guise she had also donned lipstick, eyeshadow and powder from
the women's hygiene ration, all of which helped hide her pale, sick appearance
that morning.


Regardless,
Schicksal knew the charade was unsustainable today.


She decided
instead to come as clean as possible and tell the whole truth.


"I
must confess that I had a lil' bit to drink last night, General." She
said.


Dreschner
raised a gloved hand to his own forehead and squeezed.


"I
don't know whether to be concerned or relieved." He said.


She smiled
weakly and raised her hand. "Permissively ambivalent?"


"No,
not that. I'm going to strip your liquor ration completely."


Schicksal
dropped against the table with her hands around her head.


"We've
a long day ahead, Mauschen." Dreschner said, patting her on the back.


"I
know." Schicksal moaned, her forehead feeling suddenly tight.


On the
opposite side of the room, the teleprinter finally spat out the message they
had been waiting for. Schicksal slowly stood up from the table, deposited her
headset beside the radio and shambled toward the machine. She ripped the paper
from the printer's mouth, read it over twice, and realized that it was coded,
and in fact that it had no alphanumeric characters at all but instead was a
series of dotted grids. Her head throbbed sharply. She took the paper to
the center of the room, Dreschner hovering nearby. On the table, pencil and
code book in hand, she decoded the message and presented it in simple terms to
the General.


"They're
all grounded. Air Command is cutting us off." She replied.


"After
two measly sorties." Dreschner grunted. "What good is an air force that
can't stand to lose a few planes? They cower for ten men and ignore it when
it's a hundred of us!"


Schicksal
looked out the room's single window. She saw fresh flashes of lightning in the
sky and soon heard the accompanying thunder. There was a deluge falling over
the camp, such thick rain that everyone running hither and thither under it
seemed to be parting a curtain with every step they took. Beneath every set of
boots the ground was mud.


She felt
a connection to whoever was making these decisions in the Separate Air
Command of the Luftlotte. She wouldn't have asked any man to fly in that
weather.


Dreschner
had it wrong, she thought, but that was part of his vindictive nature.


"Sadly
we can't afford to take a rain check ourselves, not now." She said.


The General
stared at the hastily chicken-scratched message Schicksal had written.


"Well,
on the bright side, at least I know you're functional." He said.


"Well,
radios don't get drunk, but I'm not a radio." Schicksal replied.


Dreschner
left her side and sat down behind the table hosting the operational map, giving
it one more ponderous look. He crossed his arms and segued easily into giving
orders.


"Go to
the medical tent and ask for soda water. Then check on Captain Skoniec. Tell
him he's due to leave in twenty minutes, and to arm himself with canister shot.
Got it?"


"Yessir."


"Come
back when your head has cleared up."


Schicksal
nodded, saluted with a shaking hand, and shambled out.


Umbrellas
occupied more packing space than did raincoats, thousands of which could be
pressed flat into boxes at once. As such every division received little or no
umbrellas and tens of thousands of thin, flat rubber raincoats. Whenever
Schicksal left the headquarters in the rain she had to put on a simple,
drab grey button-down cloak with a hood. It whipped about by itself, so
Schicksal often took an extra step and fastened a rope over it. She donned a
pair of galoshes and some gloves left by the door, and finally
ventured outside.


Soon as she
left the building Schicksal felt the drops of rain pounding heavily on her
head and shoulders. There was such a volume of rain that it felt like a burden
one had to endure to walk. Tree branches thick enough not to dance with the
gusting winds instead bowed under the falling streams. Not a plot of the ground
remained that was not turned to slippery mud, and Schicksal had to be careful
walking. Her galoshes were perfectly smooth and had no grip on the soft, oozing
floor. In places she had to walk over ankle-deep puddles.


It was
about 0800 hours when she left the tent, and the sky was predominantly gray
with distant streaks of ominous black. Lightning seethed to the northeast.
It was under these dire conditions that everyone would labor for the remainder
of the day, it seemed.


Nevertheless
Silb was a hive of activity. It was more crowded than ever, almost like the
whole division had assembled there -- though it was only one Regiment at the
time.


Men (and
the few women) moved to and fro under the rain, ferrying supplies to trucks to
be driven behind the advance, taking last minute meals, double-checking their
orders and the overall plan as given to them, and setting personal affairs
straight. Staff administrators picked out small groups of underlings and gave
them their orders, to be carried out at the new forward base waiting to be
established outside Shebelle. Schicksal had already plucked a few radio
operators in advance to send to the planned FOB around noon.


She guessed
that part of their buzzing about, like her own, was out of disdain for the
weather. Were the ground more amenable to it she would be running at full
speed.


For a
southern nation, Ayvarta could be awful cold in bad weather. Moving about was
all she could do to keep warmer in the rain. Out in the open the storm wind was
chilly and moist like breathing in ice melt. It disagreed strongly with
her post-drunken condition, and she recalled Dreschner's orders for soda water
(a "scientific" cure for drunkenness).


But she
felt then that she did not want to meet the resident first-aid medic in this
state, whom she considered a disagreeable teenager with a bad taste in
literature.


Instead
Schicksal proceeded first to the last order given. Outside Silb over
eighty tanks of the 8th Division's 8th Panzer Regiment sat on the
partially-submerged road in the middle of the meadow, waiting for the
command to begin operations. They represented about a third of the Divisions'
combat power. They were divided into three companies of 25 tanks, along
with Noel's jagdpanzerzug of
3 tanks and General Dreschner's unoccupied M4 Befehlspanzer and its bodyguard
unit of 3 M4 tanks for the General.


As an older
Panzer Division, the three Regiments of the 8th Panzer Division were primarily
composed of Panzer kompanie with 25 to 30 tanks and traditionally
little in the way of infantry or combat support of any sort. Larger Battalions,
or Abteilungen served
within the Regiments of other Panzer Divisions in place of standard Kompanie.
In the defunct 2nd PzD that was once part of the Vorkampfer,
for example, Panzer Battalions boasted motorized artillery and indigenous
infantry support. Unlike them, the 8th and its Kompanies were almost
entirely pure armored combat power with little support.


This was
not an impediment once upon a time, but now they were running into problems,
some of which were clearly evident as Schicksal looked upon the order of battle
before her. Her chief concern was the number of Light tanks in the roster. She
counted at least 60 M5 Ranger light tanks, with their 30mm of front armor and
37mm guns, and only 20 of the heavier M4 Sentinels with 50mm guns and 50mm
armor. There were no M3 Hunter assault guns present around Silb -- the
paltry few they had left were committed at the front.


After
Knyskna, despite repeated requests by the division's logistical procurers for
identical replacements for all the M4 Sentinels and M3 Hunters lost, instead
they had received a plethora of M5 light tanks, reducing the 8th's raw power to
that of a Leichte Division.


Everything
had to be shipped from overseas. And M5 tanks were smaller and lighter.


For
Divisions that had been upgraded with Panzerabteilungen, they could
make up for these losses to their combat power in some other way, using their
infantry or artillery. For the 8th's old Kompanies, all they had was
experience and Dreschner's envisaged genius.


And now
also, she supposed, Wa Pruf and the Panzer aces, whatever that
was worth.


Schicksal
scanned around the meadow and found Noel's tank farther up the road. She
spotted it not only by its purple stripe and the word Konnigin written in curly
letters on it, but also by the bright and cheerful so-called "fairy"
standing beside it with an umbrella. As she approached he spotted her from all
the way across the meadow and waved.


"Hello,
hello! You are looking lovely today miss
Schicksal!" Noel said.


She felt a
bit of irritation looking at him. As usual he looked prim and pretty and
perfect. Somehow he had even managed to scrounge up an umbrella, and he was
standing beside the driver's-side hatch where his partner-- his driver was staring out into the rain. Despite
the weather Noel had a glow about him. One could almost call it an afterglow-- no.


Meanwhile
she felt like she had swallowed a wine bottle whole and her brain pounded.


"I
don't feel lovely." She said upon reaching his side.


"A
lady ought to feel lovely, because she is!" Noel said.


"I
don't feel lovely." Schicksal dully reiterated.


"All
ladies are lovely!" Noel insisted with a smile.


"I
guess you've been around enough to know." Schicksal said.


Noel
giggled and shot a little look at Ivan in the tank. Ivan chuckled.


"I
wouldn't put it that way." Noel said, raising an index finger to his
cheek.


Schicksal
blinked. "Dreschner wants you to know--"


"Tell
the good General we're ready to go at any time!" Noel said.


"Ok.
Twenty minutes. He says you need to load up on canister shot too."


Noel's face
darkened. A little look of disgust came over him. He flashed a shark-like
little grin but it looked more nervous than usual, his eyes avoiding her own
suddenly.


"Canister
is a bit much, isn't it?" He said.


"I
don't really know what he means by it." Schicksal replied.


"Canister
is a fragmentation style shell that explodes and mulches infantry. And not to
protest too much here, but I don't enjoy fighting infantry. Especially not with
canisters."


"That's
too bad, then. Because those are your orders from the General."


Noel
shrugged. "I guess I can load some useless canisters with my HE and AP.
But the fact is, I'm part of a Panzer jagdzug.
It's a waste to make me fight infantry and pillboxes."


"He's
right y'know. Makin' the boss fight boots is a damned shame."


One of
Noel's subordinates approached, wearing the same uniform as he but at a visibly
lower rank. Visibly, because he was not wearing a raincoat. He was not even
carrying a flowery umbrella like Noel. He was out in the rain, bearing the full
brunt, soaking wet.


"Captain
here, he's the wrath that was brought down to destroy all tanks."


Noel raised
a hand to his mouth and laughed, a gentle oh ho ho.


"Dolph
is imaginative." He said. "Have you met? This is Alexei
Dolph."


Schicksal had
not formally met him. Noel's men were always off doing something or other by
themselves. She had carried the fanciful thought that they were perhaps
imaginary, but Dolph was here in the flesh, and there was a sizable amount of
it. Dolph was tall and robust, with a shaved head a round nose, and thick
hands. He seemed too big to fit inside a light tank. He was over a head taller
than Noel and her and much thicker.


Around his
neck he wore a wooden messianic cross, old and weathered, on a string.


Schicksal
stretched out her hand, and Dolph shook it amicably and vigorously.


"Corporal,
you should consider getting out of the rain." She said.


"Nah,
a little rain won't kill me. And if it does, all the better." He said calmly.


"Well,
you might not be bothered by it, but others will be." Schicksal said.


Dolph
stroked his smooth round chin while looking down at her face.


"You're
the Siren, right? We hear you on the radio. You got a voice for choir."


"Are
you trying to recruit me to your church?" Schicksal said, amused.


"Ah,
we don't need a church. We just need a room with an echo!"


"We
also need you to survive potential pneumonia." Schicksal said.


Dolph
raised his hands in defense. "So persistent! Fine, I'll get in the tank."


Noel
watched the whole time from the sidelines, his thumb and forefinger pressed
delicately over his lips, as if trying to squelch his own comments before they
happened. Dolph turned and walked calmly up the line to his M5, a plain, boxy
model with riveted armor, unlike Noel's M5A2 with its sloped contours and
smoothly welded plates. He climbed into the turret and closed the hatch. Noel
waved goodbye, twirling his umbrella.


"He's
a joy to have around a campfire most of the time." Noel said.


"Most
of the time?"


"Sometimes
he gets drunk and condemns you to hell. It's unappealing!"


Schicksal
bristled, a twinge of irritation at the very mention of drunkenness.


"You
could use some soda water, I think." Noel said.


"I'm
leaving." Schicksal said.


Before she
could turn around, she heard a series of sharp taps on the side of Noel's tank.


She heard a
dull, low voice. "Me too."


A man
walked around the tank, covered in a grey raincloak. Noel waved goodbye to
him as well. From what little Schicksal caught of his face, he had a sharp
nose, deep-set eyes and brown sideburns, almost to his thin beard. He had his
hands in his pockets and his head bowed, and he entered his own tank very soon
after leaving their side.


"That's
Bartosz. He's a bit reserved, but he always goes along with whatever you do
without many conditions so he's pretty fun to have around most of the
time." Noel said.


"I'm
leaving." Schicksal said again.


Noel
grinned. "Don't forget the soda water! You don't want to chuck on the
radios!"


She turned
sharply around and trudged again across the meadow, back to Silb proper. Her
feet were sinking into the puddles off the road. Every step she felt the ground
giving and the water tossing. It was almost like walking along the beach. She
thought she felt a current, though perhaps that was just the swaying of
her fatigued legs. Behind her, she heard a few engines starting up; the tank
companies began to prepare their machines for war.


Her stomach
started to churn and she felt cramps with every step she took.


Schicksal
hurried as much as she could up the muddy road to the village, and turned
toward a big white tent with a red cross drawn across the top and the front.
Inside a young red-headed girl was about to welcome her warmly; before she
could, Schicksal fell to her knees in front of an empty garbage can and lost
control of her stomach.


For about a
minute the medic watched -- she then crouched near Schicksal and
gathered her hair up and out of the way while the signals officer emptied
herself.


Schicksal
then fell back from the garbage can, breathing heavily, limbs
shaking.


Evangeline
looked at her helplessly. "Um, please state the nature of your
emergency."


"I am
going into battle," Schicksal said deliriously, "and I need your
strongest seltzer."


 


53-AG-30 Dbagbo -- Chanda General
School


Moaning,
gasping men and women in stretchers choked the halls of Chanda's main building.
Hundreds of soldiers returning from the front lay freshly wounded across the converted
offices, on the staircase landings, in the connecting hallways. Covered in red
streaks and blotches on their bandages and on their cloth slings and soft
splints, bloodstream weakly pumping with penicillin and morphine, many laid
alone for hours, having been patched up quickly by frantic medics and Chanda's
few doctors as they leaped from stretcher to stretcher; as more men and women
arrived and more stretchers and beds did not.


After being
rushed through an initial checkup the patients had to be treated in order of
severity. Or at least, in a perfect world they would have been. In reality
patients continued to appear with severe emergencies that demanded the
immediate attention of several medics. Trucks came and went with a dozen men
and women in dreadful states. They wouldn't be getting any sick folk or flesh
wounds. In a fight those people got put in tents near the front. Chanda
was almost exclusively seeing people who could die.


Nobody
could handle this. Medical personnel were as frantic as the most fearful of
their patients. There was such a cacophony and of so disturbing a character
that all of the children were moved out of the vicinity of the main building
and out to the supporting buildings facing the meadow. Leander hoped none of
them had hear or seen any of this.


For a
moment he had been fixated on a wall, because it was the only respite he could
get. He felt distant, as if he could watch the mayhem around him from over his
own shoulder.


Dr. Agrawal
then shouted, "Leander! He's losing blood, suck it up from the
wounds!"


Leander
looked down at the medical tray and found his hand pump. It was an immediate
reaction, done without thinking. He barely knew what he was doing
intellectually. He started sucking up the pool of blood that had been running
since they removed the man's first-aid bandages and found the extent of the
wounds the field medics had to cover up with bandages. There was not a lot left
of his back to sew closed together. He had been grievously wounded by shrapnel.
Medics gave him first-aid then brought him behind the lines for surgery. They
said that he had been hit by a new kind of shrapnel out there.


"Leander,
please stabilize the patient on the table, he is thrashing!" Dr. Agrawal
said.


There was a
dawning of recognition that the wounded in the halls were not the problem of an
abstraction of "frantic medics." He was a frantic medic. He was here
in real life. They were his problem. He almost felt like had snapped back into
his own body then.


Was that
really how he had dealt with the past few hours? By vanishing from himself?


Leander
looked down at the wounds, really looked at them, forced
himself to look at them while he worked. He didn't want to turn away from then,
no matter how much it scared him or turned his stomach. He thought, this was
what a man had to do before wounds. He set his hands on the writhing man
and tried gingerly to push him farther inward--


"Hey,
hey man. Listen, man, listen to me. You gotta listen man, listen to me."


He had been
babbling a little ever since they brought him in and pulled open his eyes,
checking them by shining an electric torch into them. Leander thought he heard
him call for his attention. But that couldn't be -- he had not been so lucid
before. Then the man raised his arm and grabbed hold of Leander. Dr. Agrawal
jumped back a little, startled, as if a corpse had moved. Slowly the man turned
his head, over the protestations of the doctor.


"Listen,
man, my man," he moaned. His lips were curled into an awkward smile, an
uncomprehending smile. "You gotta listen." A little chuckle escaped
his lips. He had been shaved smooth, even his head, because there were a few
stitches yet to be sewn on his cheek and across his skull. Dr. Agrawal and
Leander stared in confusion. He kept talking, more lucidly than they could have
ever imagined. "You gotta shoot them in the right-hand side. Those grey
tanks; right-hand side, when they're facing you. Ammo goes up sky high.
Everyone inside goes out in the fire. Works on the big ones and the small
ones."


"You
have to save your strength." Dr. Agrawal said. She was pleading of her
patient as though powerless to have any effect upon him. She stood
uncomprehending of what was happening. She had stopped sewing his wounds. She
stood, perhaps shocked by the sudden intrusion of reality. They were not
working on an inert object. Leander knew this. He looked between the man's face
and her own face, hoping for an intervention, but this was a moment where all
of their authority over life and death had been stripped.


Perhaps
they never had it to begin with, not when faced with such grievous wounds.


Suddenly
the wounded man gripped Leander harder, painfully hard, with more strength than
Leander had ever felt, and he pulled Leander closer. Blood splashed on
Leander's robe.


"Tell
my son, man." He wept. Blood and spit trickled from the side of his mouth
as he spoke through heavy, pained, choking sobs. "Tell my son how to
kill them, my man."


Leander
found himself weeping too. He raised his own hand and he held the man's stiff , gruesomely bloody arm that was gripping his own so
harshly. "Right-hand side, facing you."


"Ammo
goes up, works on the big ones and the small ones, works with a BKV or a
grenade or a forty-five," said the wounded man, "tell my son; tell
him so he can win this someday."


His grip
grew so strong that Leander thought he would tear his arm off.


In an
instant all that strength vanished. His fingers unwound. His arm fell limp.


Leander
fell back onto the floor, a hand over his mouth, weeping profusely.


Dr. Agrawal
ran a hand over her lips too. Her eyes were glistening in the hall light.


"We
have more patients, Leander," she said through a sob. "We have more.
There'll be more coming. We just have to continue. We see things like this. We
can't let it stop us."


Her words
started to become a little slurred.


She sat on
the medical tray with her head down and wept to herself.


There was a
flurry of activity behind them.


"I'm
back! We got six more from the front but they look stable--"


Elena
reappeared from around the corner and froze at the sight of them.


Without
word she seemed to join them in the isolation and defeat of that dire instant.


* * *


Everyone in
Chanda had braced for casualties when the school received word of Battlegroup
Rhino's offensive along the Sandari. There was a sense of urgency, but the
fighting came and went seemingly with little stress. From the 47th to the 51st
Leander braced for a surge in the wounded and dead, but the actual numbers bore
out little to no increase in the intensity of the fighting. He worked with
haste and dedication, trying to perform his tasks to the letter while saving
the doctor time wherever he could. It was hardly needed then.


"Because
we were the ones attacking we also controlled the rhythm and potential of
retreat. This minimized the number of casualties our hospital would
see." Dr. Agrawal said. She crossed her arms. "Nocht controls the
rhythm of battle now. They have massed all their forces and they are moving
relentlessly. That is the stark difference a day has made."


Leander sat
behind her desk, cooling off with her mechanical fan, while Dr.
Agrawal sat atop the desk, kicking her legs. Elena stood by the door.
Despite the cool air brought in by the storm, Leander was sweating
terribly. His chest in particular felt hot, pressed down by his new binder.
Even retreating to the office and taking a break didn't seem to help. They
still heard the commotion. They still knew in their minds, or at least Leander
knew, that there was more work to be done. Under the clap of thunder and the pattering
of the rain they heard wheel stretchers running, the stamping of boots as
medics dashed across the crowded halls, and the lamentations of the wounded and
the delirium of those patched up.


"I
heard that we might get some volunteers from the town coming in." Elena
said.


"Still,
this volume is just too much. We can't handle it." Agrawal said. Elena
nodded grimly. "It's not about hands, not anymore. It's about space. With
infinite space we could work our way through each patient as best we could. But
they're lining the halls now, it's inhumane!"


Chanda was
once a school. Its three buildings were all long halls lined with either small
offices or 400 square meter classrooms. There were only two big, broad spaces:
the lunchroom and the auditorium on the southern building, and the playing
field to the north. They had already filled the auditorium, which wasn't that
big to begin with -- and they couldn't put the wounded near the food, which
everyone needed, nor out in the elements.


There were
also still children in Chanda. Not that many, but enough to raise concern.


"With
the Nochtish troops advancing, we can't count on much help with
relocation." Dr. Agrawal said. "We're lucky they've got a truck
to bring
us the wounded here."


"Have
you been in combat medicine before ma'am?" Elena asked suddenly.


"Let's
just say I know how these things tend to shake out." Dr. Agrawal replied.


Dr. Agrawal
was the only full-fledged doctor in Chanda, but there were several competent
medical students. There were at least 12 medics in total, counting Leander and
Elena. But like she said, it was not about hands. Twenty-four hands could have
worked themselves raw and tended to everyone sooner or later. It was about
space. Bullet wounds and surface shrapnel could be cared for in the field, and
a hospital in Benghu town was taking patients too -- but this did not even put
a dent in the number of people ending up in Chanda.


In a day
they went from a few dozen active patients to well over a hundred.


All of them
had bad wounds. Deep shrapnel wounds and bullet penetrations necessitated
careful incisions to remove the offending metal. In five hours they saw
everything from shattered limbs requiring amputation to terrible hernias caused
by explosive shocks, vehicle impacts or even close quarter beatings by
advancing enemy infantry. They spent the morning and much of the afternoon
performing quick surgeries.


There were
a few deaths; but Leander still heard the voice of the man from
before.


Perhaps
Elena could see it in his face. She was always concerned for him.


"Leander,
you can switch with me and perform triage." Elena offered. "It's
easier."


Dr. Agrawal
shook her head. "Leander can't do that as efficiently as you. It'd be
better if he remained at my side handing me tools and doing the tasks I have
trained him in."


"He's
exhausted." Elena said. "All he has to do is follow the lead of the
other medics."


"I'm
not exhausted." Leander said. His voice sounded miserable -- in part
childish and irritated and also very forced. He wanted to stop worrying Elena
with his weakness.


He thought
to himself, was he not a man? What did a man do in
this situation? But he didn't really know. He didn't really like the answers
when he thought of what a Zigan man from his caravan would do in a
situation -- and he felt unsatisfied with his own answer.


Elena
nodded silently to him. She didn't seem to catch his tone nor was she privy to
his contemplation or the reality of his situation; but she took him at his
word, gently and kindly.


"How
are we doing on medical supplies? Do you know?" Dr. Agrawal asked Elena.


"Last
I checked we're covered on bandages, disinfectant, replacement tools, and
that sort of thing; but we're low on drugs. We had enough for the volume
before, in moderation."


"I
figured that would be the case. We've been ground down badly today." Dr.
Agrawal shook her head. "As long as we can cut, pinch, pull and sew, we
can save lives. It'll be awful on the patients without morphine to help
cope, but they won't be left to die."


Elena
nodded. "I should go downstairs. I feel skittish just standing around
here."


Leander
bolted upright from behind the desk. "I'm ready to go back to work as
well!"


Dr. Agrawal
turned her head over her shoulder to stare; Elena looked at him dead-on and
blinking. He was still sweating and judging by the mirror on Agrawal's
desk he really was a little pale. Standing so quickly unsettled his vulnerable
stomach too. But he didn't want to look lazy or like he was not doing his
utmost. Not in the face of this chaos.


"And
here I was planning to vegetate a few more minutes." Dr. Agrawal said.


With a
whimsical smile on her face she stood up from her desk and stretched her arms.
She bent one arm around her back, arching herself a few degrees and
groaning.


"Had
to set my back again. Let us move before I become a patient myself." She
said.


 


 53-AG-30 Dbagbo -- Shebelle
Plains


Nocht's
fighting men saw no dawn on the 53rd. Through the thick and storming skies
above Shebelle and the lower Dbagbo the light of the sun scarcely brought the
world out of the twilight. Under a grey gloom and worsening rain the men
marched at exactly 0600 hours.


The
Grenadiers marched to rally points along the front line from the Sandari
riverside, masking their approach and concealing their idle forces in
short stretches of wood to the southeast, behind low-lying rocky
scarp to the southwest and behind shallow hills rising and falling along
the road directly south of Shebelle city. In these places they settled for
some time and made their final preparations for the battle only hours or
minutes ahead. Between 0700 and 0900 a Regiment of 5000 men deployed among
these various points along the southern city approaches. They gathered
ammunition and weapons, tested their communications, and carefully performed their
final scouting missions.


To the
Nochtish eye the approach to Shebelle was picturesque countryside
consisting mostly of flower and grass meadows that were muddy underfoot,
dotted with trees and all beset by thick rains. They were a few kilometers away
from the southern hamlets but the line of sight was open enough for many along
the southern road to see the little roofs and the brown brick and wooden
constructions that separated the country from the beginnings of the city.


From the
edge of the trenches to the first houses of southernmost Shebelle, the first
echelon of visible Ayvartan defenses stretched two kilometers wide and around
one kilometer deep. There were a few discreet fighting positions in the open,
and more along the first and most visible trench line. Though the biggest forts
had been flattened by bombs from the short-lived preparatory bombardment
entrusted to the Luftlotte, the smoke and fire was clear and there were
certainly soldiers hiding in the hollowed-out redoubts.


Another
immediate fact was the lack of cover before the first echelon of the
defenses.


Men would
be running most of the way out in the open with only scattered boulders, bushes
and trees for cover, too sparse and spread too far apart to serve as
jumping-off points.


Soon the
artillery and the few supporting tanks allotted to the infantry regiments began
to arrive along the Nochtish lines and to establish their own positions and
calculate their firing lines along Shebelle's borders. There was a hasty,
last-minute tactical debate among the infantry commanders as to whether the
shooting would expose their positions too early. It was quickly realized
however that exposure would nonetheless happen immediately when the men stepped
forward, and that without good cover and without air support or artillery
they would have nothing but their feet to count on as they advanced.


To preserve
some modicum of surprise and momentum, it was decided to start the
fire mission ten minutes before the Grenadiers charged. At
around 0950 the men took up final positions as their 10.5 centimeter guns
lobbed shells over and around their various forms of natural cover. Soaring
over the little hills, from within the patchy wood and between the rocky
scarps, the howitzer shells navigated their arcs and found their way across the
meadows, crashing haphazardly around the Ayvartan lines. Eighteen guns from
six different positions laid down a barrage of fifty-four rounds in a
minute. Rolling blasts rocked the length of the Ayvartan front, kicking up
copious smoke and dirt.


Almost 600
shells had come down on the Ayvartan defenses within ten minutes.


But 600
shells scarcely made a dent in a defense that was measured in kilometers.


Everyone
knew it but they could no longer consider their options. It was time to move.


At around
1000 hours the first wave of infantrymen from the 17th
Grenadier Division began their attack on the southern approach to Shebelle
city. Along two kilometers of frontage 3000 men would move, divided into
four battalions each with two companies forward. As such for the very first
stage of the charge, there were about a thousand men running. Every man was
privy to at least a hundred others running in his line of sight.


For the
first nearly thousand meters from the starting positions, almost halfway to the
Ayvartan lines, the men charged without arousing even a single bullet. Rifles
in hand, heads bowed, bounding from short sprint to short sprint, the men
advanced unopposed by enemy or obstacle. Between bounds several men raised
their rifles and took shots into the rain, aiming for the sandbag-lined
trenches and for the half-dozen wooden redoubts along them. Their bullets
disappeared into the air and the cracks of their rifles went unanswered.


Behind the
advancing Grenadiers the Regiment's guns sounded a slower barrage than that
which opened the charge. Ahead of them the Landsers saw a dozen shells falling
every minute, kicking up sharp columns of dirt and smoke, sending wood and
sandbags flying from impacts on the trench, and shredding every bush and tree
along the defensive line. As they advanced the men were kept on target by the
periodic falling of shells in front of them, as though they were signal flares
flashing under the pervasive gloom of the storm rains.


Accompanying
the sound of explosives was the pounding and chugging of engines.


Forty M3
Hunter assault guns had been scrounged up from the 8th and 15th Panzer
Divisions and attached to the Grenadiers for the attack. Twenty were
dispatched with the first wave, charging in five minutes behind the men, each
tank a hundred meters apart from the next on a broad front that would cover the
whole width of the defensive line.


By the ten
minute mark on the assault the tanks had nearly overtaken the men, and were
ready to cover the remainder together. Like the men the M3s bounded forward and
paused periodically to fire their 75mm howitzers. Several direct hits were
scored on improvised wooden bunkers and on quiet sandbag walls, sending them
flying in pieces. The tank's tracks slipped on the muddy earth and cut great
gouges into puddles and soft dirt, and they advanced quite slowly for fear of
becoming stuck in the oozing earth.


Fifteen
minutes into the attack without a sign of resistance, the infantry
commanders behind the Nochtish advance felt great trepidation and failed to
communicate it quickly enough to their men. Under the rain and the clap of
thunder, delighting in their momentum, the Grenadiers cleared invisible
kilometer line and the nebulous halfway mark to the trenches. With the enemy
closer and clearer in sight, they felt bold.


Then the
ground started giving in a hundred different places for a split second.


Men started
to suddenly give away with it, tripping over bursts of dust and metal.


Soon as a
foot touched the plate atop the hidden Ayvartan Tiddi mines, a small
explosive triggered that tore through boots and sent shards flying through men.
As the men ran through the minefield it appeared as though a sudden rising foam
beneath puddles and mud knocked them over. But then they wound find themselves seriously
wounded.


At first
nobody seemed to see nor hear the mines, for they were designed not to be seen
nor heard. It was an explosive not designed to tear off a limb, but to disrupt
advances and wound and frighten running men. But the men continued to bound forward as though their falling allies were none of
their concern. They scarcely noticed the men toppling over.


Those who
did notice and those who paused to help failed to see flashing ahead.


Like the
shining eyes of lurking predators, muzzles flashed a fleeting orange from
a kilometer away, all along the trench line, and their leaden claws struck the
running men and alerted them to resistance. Suddenly machine guns opened up
automatic fire from redoubts thought cleared and from trench lines thought blasted.
Streaks of colored tracer fire cut across the distance, slicing
clear through the rain and splashing across the puddles and mud. Like a
cloud of flashing locusts the gunfire mounted, seemingly from thousands of
rifles.


Out in the
open the Grenadiers were cut down every second. Bright lines of gunfire swept
across the meadow, punching men to the ground in mid-run, taking limbs and
heads from men crouched to fire, cutting around crawling men, bouncing off the
armored fronts of advancing assault guns. Those men close enough to duck near
the armor rushed to hide behind the trundling bulk of the M3 Hunters, while
those out in the open dropped onto the mud, concealing themselves in the tall
grasses and in deep puddles, crawling with their faces down, all the while
relentless grazing gunfire kicked up dirt and water over them.


Everyone
foolish enough to keep running in the open was dead in a fleeting instant.


Artillery
shells from the Nochtish lines continued to fall on the Ayvartan trenches,
but it seemed to do little to stem the gunfire. Then within moments, with a
great blast that cut a squadron off from behind a tank and lit the vehicle's
engine ablaze, the first Ayvartan shell responded. Men looked up in horror and
saw great arcing lines of tracer fire lighting up the dark grey sky. Fired
from Shebelle, the lobbed howitzer and long-range mortar shells painted in the
sky a red web-work before hurtling earthwards into the Nochtish advance.


Blasts from
122mm guns and 120mm mortars stationed 6 to 10 kilometers away
raised plumes of smoke, water, grass, and mud, bursting from the
earth like pillars and stopping men in their tracks just as brutally as the
solid object could. Men hiding behind tanks felt and heard metal fragments
striking their cover as though falling hail stones. Men crawling along the
ground felt terrible blast waves blowing hot over their prone bodies.
Thousands of shells fell every minute, inaccurate individually but annihilating
in bulk.


Unless a
direct or very close hit was scored, however, a tank had little to fear from an
Ayvartan fragmentation shell. The M3 Hunters continued to bound, closing to
within 500 meters of the Ayvartan trench with a dozen men following behind,
taking shots from around the sides of the vehicles. They caught glimpses of the
automatic guns and of the snipers and light machine gunners along the trench
line and fought back as best as they could. As the assault guns closed they too
could better see the enemy, and laid accurate, explosive direct fire over the
trench line, into the pillboxes, into the sandbags, and up in trees and around
boulders from which muzzle flashes had distinctly been spotted moments earlier.


After each
75mm shot from the M3 Hunters, the men creeping behind looked around their
moving pillboxes and saw Ayvartan light machine gunners dashing from stricken
positions, footing it quickly to new places from which to resume their
automatic fire. Like phantoms under the rain they could escape being targeted
and resume fighting between blasts.


Below 500
meters a new threshold was crossed, and brighter muzzles flashed ahead.


M3 Hunters
rocked as their front plates endured fire from light
anti-tank cannons.


From behind
the tanks the Grenadiers witnessed the direct fire of the guns, carefully
hidden past the trench lines in bushes and camouflaged hay bales and fake
boulders. Bright AP-HE tracers flew close over the ground and exploded
against the tanks. The M3 Hunter's front armor was unparalleled in the Nochtish
army, and there were no penetrations scored, but the combined volume of
fire was staggering and insurmountable. Disoriented by repeated hits
against their faces the assault guns slowed to a greater crawl, and the men
behind them were exposed to ever more accurate gunfire and relentless artillery
barrages.


This drama
seemed to play out across every hundred meters width of the charge.


Save for a
dozen men huddling behind the struggling assault guns, the first wave of
the advance had been thoroughly repulsed within thirty minutes. Assault guns
and men traded ineffective fire with the Ayvartan line from 400 meters away at
the closest, and the advance had become so lopsided that there were parts of
the line still 600 and 700 meters away.


The 17th
Grenadier Division injected more men -- the Regiment had many more men, and the
Division had two other Regiments. Soon a thousand more men and ten additional
assault guns joined. There would be many thousand more after them, each
building off the momentum of the last, almost literally walking over the
corpses to take the trench, and from the trench to reach the southern hamlet,
and from there to fight in the city streets.


All of them
had been told to charge the city, to take distant Shebelle from the enemy's
hands. None had been told they were a distraction, and that 700 casualties in
30 minutes was somewhat expected, and that 5000 by the day's end would not be
frowned upon.


* * *


Noel Skonieczny
knew voices. He was particularly familiar with men's voices.


When the
radio came alive, he knew the Colonel's voice sounded distressed.


"Captain
Skoniec, we have run into a problem!" Spoor said. His tone
was subtle.


To the
Colonel this was the most dignified voice he could muster in his situation.


"I can
see some of that!" Noel replied, spying on the slaughter with his
periscope.


Far across
from him there was a grizzly show of flashing gunfire and dying men.


The plight
of the infantrymen was not his plight, however. He had only stopped along the
road so that Ivan could refuel for the next stretch of the journey -- past
south Shebelle and across the east, toward the town of Benghu. He was safely
ensconced away from all of the southern fighting that he could see. Watching
them was tangential to his mission.


Colonel
Spoor of the Panzergrenadiers had an entirely different problem to report.


"The
Ayvartans' eastern defenses stretch out farther from Shebelle proper than we
initially thought. They have occupied a one kilometer stretch of wood
along a path that we intended to take on our way to Benghu. It is an isolated
dirt road straddling a small dry gully located east of Shebelle. There are
tanks or guns dug into the foliage there."


"What
about the Leichte D? Surely they can
handle a few tanks?" Noel asked.


"We've
lost a platoon of tanks we sent into the wood. I'd like you to appraise
the situation. I'm afraid my men's anti-tank weapons are too short-ranged for
this predicament."


"Very
well then! Tell them Panzer ace Skonieczny is
coming to the rescue!"


Noel
switched his radio quickly with one of the preset options on a box at his hip.


"Bartosz!
Dolph! Fuel up quickly, we're running ahead." He said excitedly. Through
his periscope he watched the two tanks parked a few meters distance from him,
their crews dismounted with fuel cans in hand, laboring in the rain while Dolph
and Bartosz supervised. They had full crews at their disposal -- they did not
work quite like Noel did.


Ivan pulled
open the front hatch of the M5A2 and climbed in, shutting it down and
locking it up behind him. Noel bent down from the gunner's post and gave him a
smile. He was dripping wet, his drenched hair hanging around his eyes and
ears. Rivulets of water trailed down all of him, and he was visibly shivering a
little as he smiled back.


"You
were right, it's real cold out. But I got everything ready. We're good to
go."


"Look
at you, Ivan! You're gonna catch a cold. I told you I would do it!" Noel
said.


Ivan
chuckled. "No, it's just wouldn't be right to get that pretty
head all sopping wet."


"You
mean you're not curious what I'd look like all wet?" Noel said cheekily.


Ivan
sneezed, rubbed his nose and tried to smile back. "You got me there."


Noel sat
back up, produced a thermal blanket from a kit on the wall, and threw it down.


"I'll
warm you up myself once we've settled things in Benghu." Noel said
sultrily.


From the
driver's seat Ivan stretched his arm back and gave Noel a thumbs-up.


Engines
rumbling under the intermittent thunder, the M5A2 and its attendant M5s pulled
out of the patch of wood in which they had hidden and veered off-road across
the country, due to northeast. They gave a wide berth to Shebelle and its
defenses, traversing the rougher terrain in the wilderness and headed
diagonally due north. Though part of the 8th Panzer Division, Noel's Panzerjagdzug moved
on its own, a lone platoon without supporting vehicles or the additional Ranger
tanks of a Leichte Kompanie or light
tank company.


He was
tasked with acting in an eerily mercenary fashion during this
operation.


Armies
deployed in echelons. The 8th Panzer Division was not sending all 180 or so of
its remaining vehicles into battle all at once. Instead, 80 tanks from
Silb, divided into four companies, would attack first, while the
40 "fatigued" tanks deployed for the previous Sandari offensive
would take it easy and establish forward positions to the southeast of
Shebelle. There they would wait for the fresh tanks to open the way for them.
In addition, 40 Assault Guns had been lent to the infantry of Shebelle to
help effect their breakthrough.


Noel had
already seen at least two M3 Hunter wrecks out in the southern meadow.


It was not
his job to care about that -- he had not been told to care about that.
Dreschner had ordered him to run from hot spot to hot spot, supporting any
attacks that lost steam. Spoor was his main charge. His sector had less
tank power to count on than any other.


As they
spoke, Reiniger was rushing east Shebelle, leading his M4 Medium Tank kompanie and
two Leichte kompanies in skirmishing
attacks on the defenses. Meanwhile, the remaining Leichte Kompanie as well as a
company of men under Spoor, travelling in their half-tracks and light vehicles,
were wheedling their way out of Ayvartan earshot trying to find unguarded parts
of the line through which to attack Benghu. They had pinned their hopes on a
stretch of sparsely wooded path along an old dry gully several kilometers east
of Shebelle's eastern-most reaches. They had been wrong.


For one,
not all of the path was sparsely wooded. Much of it
was open, and then there was a kilometer-long stretch that was almost forested right
in the middle, in their way.


Secondly,
that path was very visibly not unguarded at all. Time to revise the maps!


A half
hour's travel from the southern lines Noel spotted scattered vehicles spread
out in a defensive posture just off the gully and outside the stretch of trees
barring the way. Just inside the wood, packed in front of the road, Noel
spotted three M5 tanks abandoned and damaged. From his vantage he could not see
all of the damage, but these were likely frontal penetrations. Outside the wood
there was a front line of six or seven M5 tanks casting shells blindly
into the wood, using the slope of a tiny mound for some measure of cover.


Behind
them, seven Squire type
Half-Tracks stood along the road with their men dismounted and gathered
around them as if using them for cover. A few men ranged their rifles and Norgler machine
guns by firing tracers into the wood from around the sides of the
half-tracks. As Noel and his men approached the gathering, he trained his
periscope on the wood, and saw muzzle flashes trading fire back. There were
defenses in the wood alright.


A
particularly bright flash then startled him; the next instant a howitzer shell
flew out of the wood and crashed into the front of an M5 Ranger, resulting
in a brilliant explosion.


Though the
shell had too low a velocity to penetrate, the detonation was so violent
and came from less than a kilometer away, retaining all of the force of the gun
as well as the strength of the explosives. In an instant the turret of the M5
Ranger was torn off its body and sent flying backwards, gun spinning, the men inside flying in pieces amid a storm of metal, fire
and rain. Those who remained in the hull were incapacitated by the blast wave.
Inside a tank, an impact with that force rocked men unconsciousness or dead by
itself.


Remains of
the turret landed as far back along the road as Noel's approach.


Before the
smoke had even begun to waft off the wreck, there were additional flashes from
inside the wood. Red lines from tracers cut across the air like calligraphic
ink, connecting track guards, bogeys, gun mantlets and glacis plates with
unseen guns. That little hill was no defense at all -- it barely covered the
tracks from this gunfire. Smaller, faster anti-tank shells struck around the
forward tanks, some bouncing off, others hitting dirt, but one lucky shot
snapping a track on a tank. Noel counted six shots by the tracer lines.


Those must
be the Ayvartan tanks. But Noel could not see them! They must have
been huddling around the trees and the rocks, using every piece of cover.
This was not good.


From the
moment he had arrived Noel had got to thinking of what to do. Nobody thought of
him as being particularly bright or fierce -- at least nobody who did not know
him. But throughout the unfolding carnage his eyes had been appraising, and he
had been pinning pictures on his mental bulletin board. He quickly formulated a
course of action.


"Everybody
back, now! Right now!" Noel broadcast to on the Panzergrenadier's signal.


"Back
where?" Spoor replied via the radio. Noel scanned around the vehicles for
him, and finally trained his periscope on a radio half-track farthest back in
the formation and saw Spoor standing atop it, waving his hand high up in the
air to get his attention.


"There's
no cover anywhere Captain Skoniec! We need to attack now!" Spoor
continued.


He could
hear the impatience in his voice and a kind of restrained hostility.


Noel knew
men's voices all too well. Particularly the voices of frustrated men; of
men who had not gotten their way exactly. Spoor's voice was all too familiar at
that moment.


"We
will attack, but we're too close right now! Just trust me!" Noel replied.


"Very
well!" Spoor replied. He gave his signal to his men to pull back.


Every
vehicle in the vicinity started its engines and began to maneuver in a
directionless retreat. The M5s reversed course from the edge of the wood
under repeated anti-tank fire. Men loaded back into their half-tracks while the
vehicles were in frantic motion. Noel kept his eyes peeled for that howitzer,
hidden somewhere along the dirt road in the wood. There were trees and rocks
and maybe even camouflage obstacles in his way however.


"How
deep is that gully, and is it flooded from the rains?" Noel asked.


"Not
flooded; and it is only a meter and a half or so deep." Colonel Spoor
said.


"Send
five tanks and some men down the gully. Right now!" Noel said.


"I
shall heed your advice, Captain." Spoor replied
with feigned politeness.


Certainly
if he was offended at Noel's impudence before he must have been livid now.


He called
for support, but perhaps he was unready for Noel to take the lead.


But Noel
had no time to worry about the chain of command. He switched back to speaking
to his own people. "Dolph, Bartosz, follow me! We're going around this
mess! Ivan, full speed due east for a kilo and then swing around north a kilo
to clear the wood."


It was a
mercenary action, but Noel had always been praised for being mercenary.


Ivan was
quick to turn the tank, and at full speed Noel and his men cut to the east for
at least a kilometer before swinging around back north, well clear of the
sparse patch of wood in which the Ayvartans were making their stand. He saw
from afar the tanks lining up and moving into the gully, gingerly dropping
within the walls and aiming their guns over them.


Farther
north there were no more Ayvartans coming from the clearer parts of the dirt
road. They had all elected to entrench inside this kilometer-long stretch.
He expected something like that. He had yet to see timely Ayvartan
reinforcements in the war. He had also yet to see them affect any kind of
mobile defense. So he counted on these facts.


"Our
tanks are moving up the gully, and they are engaging the enemy." Spoor
said. "The Ayvartans have six tanks. That Howitzer that they're using as a
direct fire gun that has not been found, and there are at least a hundred other
troops according to my men."


"Tell
your guys to go slow and aim carefully." Noel said. "At close range,
the difference in elevation means the enemy's tanks can't hit your gully men
unless they climb up."


"I
shall relay." Colonel Spoor replied. Noel thought he heard surprise in his
voice.


As the Panzerjagdzug trekked their way up north and around
the obstacle, Noel looked out his periscope at the wood, and saw the heavy
flash of the howitzer from within.


Smoke rose
up from somewhere south, out of his sight. A violent explosion.


"That
damned Howitzer fired into the gully. One tank down!" Colonel Spoor
reported.


"I
know where it is now." Noel called back. "Just hang on! Dolph,
Bartosz, charge!"


He received
his affirmatives within seconds. His subordinates were always ready.


Dolph and
Bartosz lined up, forming the sides of a spread out and enveloping
reverse arrowhead. Together the M5s turned sharply around and doubled back
south.


Masked by
the rain and thunder and by the timely distraction of the tanks creeping up the
gully, the Panzerjagdzug attacked the Ayvartan position directly from behind.


"Dolph,
sweep around right, and Bartosz take the left, and meet 500 meters ahead,
divide the enemy and take the best shots you can! I'll go along the road! Ivan,
keep moving and do not decrease your speed below 20 km/h! We can't afford to
stop yet!"


His
subordinates spread out, forming the jaws of Noel's expertly commanded attack.


Noel drove
in as the tongue. He immediately got a taste of the enemy position.


One gun,
six tanks, maybe a hundred men with machine guns and grenades and anti-tank
rifles, spread out across the kilometer of wood without a thought as to their own
flanks. His eyes scanned across the enemy and took in their positions like
reading faces in a crowd.


Not a
single position ahead seemed to be looking out for its rear.


Even a
single tank could do a lot of damage to such a nearsighted formation.


As soon as
he cleared the treeline, Noel loaded his despicable canister shot and flung a
round forward while Ivan kept the tank continuously moving. The 37mm
fragmentation shell landed atop a camouflage tent a hundred meters away, held
up by poles and covered in brush, strung up between a pair of trees. At once
the canister violently erupted into hundreds of individual bits of metal
shrapnel that shredded the net and eviscerated the men crouching around the
net's contents -- a 122mm howitzer, pointed down the road.


Though the
gun itself was mostly undamaged it was instantly unmanned.


Several
hundred meters ahead he sighted the Ayvartan tanks, Goblins as usual,
taking pot shots at the gully and moving in reverse, trying to build distance
to counter the difference in elevation. They were divided into three echelons,
interleaved such that they could shoot past each other. It would have been a
good formation -- for anti-tank guns.


At the loss
of the howitzer the tanks were alerted to Noel's presence.


Judging by
their movements, two of the closest tanks, maybe two hundred meters ahead,
seemed to have been given the immediate task of stopping him. They turned to
meet him.


Switching
his viewpoint quickly between periscope and gun sight, Noel gave his
orders.


"Ivan,
make for that rock up ahead and stop behind it! Then move on my signal!"


Soon as
they spotted him the Goblins engaged, muzzles flashing and tracers burning.
These initial shots flew well past him as he swept onto the road and off
it at full speed. The M5A2 stormed through their gunfire and out of their
sight. Ivan hid the tank quite snugly behind a large boulder just off the
dirt road. Dolph and Bartosz swung around the outside, both of them
avoiding fire from the tanks closest to the gully down the road. Noel was fortunate
enough to be able to look over the rock with his periscope.


Both of the
Goblin tanks opened fire on the rock formation, smashing its face with
their explosive AP-HE shells, the Ayvartan's preferred type, and kicking up a
cloud of smoke.


They did nothing
to the rock -- it was two meters thick and nearly three across.


Suddenly
the tanks split up, each Goblin charging down its own side of the road.


Through the
smoke he saw the silhouettes of the tanks, intending to sweep his flanks.


Noel
grinned.


He smacked
a loud kiss with his fingers on the radio -- Ivan's signal for the maneuver.


Like a
boxer avoiding a knockout blow, the M5A2 backed suddenly out from behind the
rock and swept down the road in reverse, suddenly facing the tanks coming
around the sides of the rock formation. As Ivan retreated Noel sighted and
fired, and put a round through the front of the first Goblin as it emerged from
around the rock. Such a shot was certain to kill the driver inside. Noel
loaded and fired a quick second shot into the turret.


Two neat
holes, almost perfectly aligned on the hull and gun mantlet; one could probably
superimpose a picture of the Goblin's layout and find the driver and gunner
exactingly killed.


Soon as the
second Goblin swept around to clear the rock it turned its turret on them
and opened fire, but the 45mm shell hit air as the M5A2 swerved sharply to
the left and hooked around a tree. Noel felt a thrill as the tank swerved --
Ivan was a genius with the sticks! But the Goblin was not letting up. Its
next shot came very quickly. A sharp-tipped shell tore suddenly toward the
M5A2, snapping through the tree trunk and striking armor.


It plinked
right off the side plate, having lost nearly all its momentum within the
tree.


Responding
in kind, Noel engaged the turret drive, swinging his gun around the tree and
shooting as if in one single motion. He punched right through the flat
hull front of the Goblin with a rigid, capped armor-piercing shell. There
was no explosion inside the tank from Noel's shot, but the cone of metal from
the point of penetration would kill the driver and hurt the gunner, who were
packed close together in the cramped interior of a Goblin tank.


To make
certain he loaded and fired a second shot from his ready basket.


Noel's
armor piercing shell soared through the exact same hole as the first.


There was a
burst of fire from the back of the Goblin as the engine ignited.


In a moment
he had taken out both tanks. There was no more movement from them.


"Ivan,
move forward behind a tree, we're about to be almost done here!"


In the next
moment the remainder of the attack came to its predicted conclusion.


Down the
road two more tanks went down within moments as Dolph and Bartosz
penetrated the wood from opposing sides, firing their guns on the move in close
quarters.


Across the
right flank of the wood the tanks creeping along the gully had managed to close
to the first echelon of the enemy, and they started to open fire with their cannons
and machine guns almost as soon as Dolph and Bartosz entered the wood. Ahead
the Ayvartan infantry was pinned under tremendous gunfire, while their
remaining tanks were quickly detracked and destroyed from the seemingly
omnidirectional barrage.


With
the withering of resistance the Panzergrenadiers gained courage, and Noel
saw their Squire half-tracks, norgler machine guns
blazing, moving up the dirt road.


In an
instant the seemingly formidable position dug into the patch of wood was wiped
out.


With all
their heavy firepower lost, the remaining Ayvartan troops, bewildered,
surrendered themselves to the Panzergrenadiers. Those who fled did not get far
under fire.


Panzergrenadiers
disarmed the captives and bound them like farm animals, arms to legs and behind
their back, and some even to the trees and the rocks, their bonds nailed in
place with bolts, and left them for the next echelon to catch and take back
behind the lines.


Many of
them looked defiant still. A few struggled a little against the bonds. Others
protested continuously in their language which nobody could quite understand.


Once the
area was cleared, the softer vehicles crossed the path and started out of the
little wood. Having sent word previously, Colonel Spoor dismounted his
half-track and met with Noel, who had his flower umbrella to cover him from the
rain. He stretched out a hand.


Noel
delicately shook the fingers of his glove with the tips of his own fingers.


Spoor
smiled. He was an older man, sparsely-haired, sharp-featured, like a bird. When
calm he was like a resting owl; when angry he was probably a diving hawk. Noel
knew his gentlemanly demeanor from their sparse interactions before -- but
hearing his agitated voice today, Noel thought he knew an entirely different
side of him now.


He didn't
begrudge him this. If he did begrudge it he would just hate everybody.


"I
must admit at first I did not think you looked like much of a tanker."
Spoor said.


Noel smiled
and waved with a flamboyantly limp wrist. "Everyone says that."


Nobody did,
not openly, but Noel knew. Subtext did not slip past him easily.


"I'm a
true believer now, Captain Skoniec. That was excellent maneuvering."


Noel knew
men's voices; from the sour to the adoring. He had heard them all in their
possible tones. So he felt a touch of warmth in his heart,
because though Spoor had a serious, implacable demeanor to his face, his
voice now betrayed his admiration.


A more
cynical part of him reminded him that one could easily abuse and discard
something one admired. He had experience with that too. Still, it was
rewarding.


"You
can thank my driver for the maneuvering. Now, the shooting, that was all
me."


Noel
pointed proudly to the holes in the husks of the Goblin tanks along the road.


"Most
excellent shooting as well, of course." Spoor said. "Captain, you
have opened the way for us. Next stop is the town of Benghu. I'd be honored to
lead the way alongside you."


"Oh ho
ho!" Noel laughed. "I love this old cavalry pageantry. Sure, let us
ride then."


In the
back of his mind Noel still wondered whether he was truly honored with the
Colonel's right-hand, or whether he was meant to stand in the way of a bullet
targeting it.


That was
usually how things went with Lachy folk found worthy of Nochtish wings.


And it was
not something that voices and tones could fully communicate to him.


Spoor
returned to his radio half-track, and Noel followed at his side, cruising down
the road at a leisurely 40 km/h. Following behind him were ten tanks from
the Leichte,
the remainder looking for a place to extricate themselves from the gully;
farther back were five more half-tracks and sixty men between them. Dolph and
Bartosz covered the rear.


Perhaps
inauspiciously, they had found their hole in the line. Benghu lay ahead.


Residual
adrenaline coursed through his body. Noel felt a brimming in his hands. His
fingers tapped on the electric trigger almost by themselves, play-acting gun
shots.


He wondered
how his most excellent subordinate must have been feeling.


This would
be their first major tank operation. Tukino had been an interesting fluke.


"Ivan,
how are you feeling?" Noel asked.


"I'm
shivering, Captain." Ivan said.


Noel smiled
brightly to himself. "Cold, or fear?"


Ivan
stammered. "Both, but don't worry, I'll be fine Noel."


"You know
I trust all the driving to you." Noel reassured him.


"And I
trust my life back, my Captain." Ivan sweetly said.


Now that
was the very rare kind of voice that Noel loved to hear from a man.


 


53-AG-30 Dbagbo -- Chanda General
School


In the
middle of a shrapnel extraction procedure a pair of men showed up at the door.


"Elena,
take over, you know what to do." Dr. Agrawal said.


She pulled
down her mask and stepped out of the office in which they had several men
awaiting shrapnel extractions. Elena took over the tools, and Leander looked
up, his eyes following the doctor out of the room, but when Elena asked him for
tools with the same authoritative voice as the doctor he segued right back into
his role without trouble.


Outside,
Dr. Agrawal met with two men, their green capes dripping water onto the floor.


"Ma'am,
we're sorry to bother you, but since your rank reinstatement--"


Dr. Agrawal
felt a sharp jab in her chest and an unwanted thrill in her stomach at the
thought of being regarded again as Captain Agrawal. She had
left all that well behind.


"I'm
the commanding officer. I know. But this is a medical and supply
installation."


"I'm
afraid it is also in danger, ma'am," said the second man, speaking up.


"Report."
She said to them. She curled one arm under her breasts and raised fingers to
her chin while they spoke. Her hands were visibly stirring without her consent.


"Benghu
received word that Nochtish units broke away from the southern attack and
bypassed our defenses. Our scouting unit was sent out to spot the Nochtish
units, and we found enemy forces moving toward Benghu. We continued to
track the enemy's movements and found a mechanized company bypassing the
defenses at Benghu. We asked for no more ambulances from the front to be sent
here because of the intrusion. Shebelle is being outflanked, and Benghu has no
mobile forces to counter. We're exposed."


"They
are headed here to cut the railroad and capture our supplies." Dr. Agrawal
said.


"Yes
ma'am. We've been tasked with helping you defend the area, but there
are only eight soldiers and three tanks in our recon squadron. We don't
know what to do."


Dr. Agrawal
raised her hands to cover her face. This position felt all too familiar.


"I'm
afraid we only have five or six soldiers to spare here." Dr. Agrawal
said.


"Is
that counting you and the medics here ma'am?" asked one of the soldiers.


"No.
But you're right. That brings it up more." She bitterly conceded to them.


She felt
her heartbeat grow faster. She started to pace around in front of the men. Her
head hurt and she started getting all kinds of dire ideas and sights intruding
in her mind. For a doctor, Panchali Agrawal's life seemed a constant struggle
not to do harm.


"I'm
going to need a rifle, I suppose." She said, almost to herself;
to her past self.


 


 


 


50th of the Aster's Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


Solstice Dominance -- Solstice City, People's Peak


A sharp cry
broke the lingering silence in the chamber and sent its occupants cringing.


"What
is it that compels you to fail so constantly?" Daksha Kansal shouted at the
top of her lungs at the delegation, the room now a quarter empty compared to
its attendance in her previous address. Her voice boomed across the room even
without a microphone.


It was the
first thing out of her mouth when she took the podium in the Council chamber,
and nobody dared to speak over her or to assert their basic dignity in the face
of her insults.


Most of the
Councilors were juniors on their first terms in office, voted in a handful of
years ago when the Council swelled in size; many had resigned after the
speech of the 45th, bowing under the political pressure they were not trained
to handle.


They
had run for office on their dreams and ideas, but even simple proposals
now carried with them terrifying responsibility ever since the Nochtish invasion.


"How
much longer will you put your offensive, denigrating parliament circus before
the people's needs? When does this chamber plan to vote favorably on our
survival?"


Though she
knew that this Council wouldn't last beyond the day, her words still took on a
helpless, furious tone, open in its frustration. She couldn't help but hate the
position that they had put her in by following their political playbooks to
their dying last. Those within the audience that knew, could
see their insight plainly in her voice and expression.


Throughout
her furies Councilor Yuba's Liberal bloc, for once united almost wholly behind
Kansal's words and actions, stood in rapt attention, rubbing their hands
together. Within them, a microscopic minority shuddered with the knowledge of
the events likely to transpire that evening. Yuba was one who was
shuddering. He avoided her gaze.


The
Collaborator faction was just as quiet and just as shaken despite being in the
dark about the true purpose of the night's deliberations. After a wave of
panicked reform in the mid 2020s they essentially ruled the Council.
Proportional representation meant that the large territories of the south,
historically more self-centered and rebellious, could put into power a mass of
contrarian Councilors who thought they knew best for the Socialist Dominances
as a whole. This mass allowed them much more room to work. They could pick up
people from the Liberal bloc who agreed with them and supersede the weakened
"Hardliner" bloc that housed the remnants of Daksha's old communists
(and a motley crew of anarchists, social-democrats and other similar artifacts
with them).


The
Collaborator's 4-year-long dynasty was fast approaching its end due to the
events of the month. After the Nochtish invasion, the Collaborator heartland
was lost. Its first flailing attempt to save it claimed 50,000 and more
Ayvartans in Tukino. Latest in a series of half-baked and disastrous
Collaborator attempts to pull everything back together was the preparation
of an offensive in the lower Dbagbo region. Though the Council had given itself
military responsibility, they lacked the expertise. The Dbagbo offensive was
already going poorly and had cost them significant credibility. Though everyone
was appalled by the results and the farce that led to them, initiative was one
thing the Council seemed unable to muster regardless of the circumstances --
unless strong-armed toward it.


Yuba
cordially provided the strong-arm by politely inviting Kansal to speak
again.


Daksha
Kansal was visibly furious, strangling the edge of the podium and shouting
herself hoarse at the bowed mass of the council before her. "I warned
you that our military was not yet in the proper shape to fight the Nochtish
forces! I outlined several steps that had to be taken in order to repair our
forces and prepare for battle! Perhaps I was not clear enough, but those steps
were to be taken before a major offensive
operation, not during or after! They
were to be taken in
whole and not piece-meal! It is completely ridiculous
to think that a partially mobilized peace-time force can be
ordered to start a general offensive!"


Kansal was
a monument in the podium. She sported the full dress uniform of the KVW,
prominently red with black and gold highlights, wearing a Marshal's pins (for
there were no unique pins for the Warden) and her medals, including the very
first Hero of the Socialist Dominances medal ever produced; but instead of an
officer's peaked hat she wore a black side-cap, adorned with the hydra on
either side of the head, and the hammer and sickle in front. Her long hair
was still mostly black, her skin still a deep brown. A few wrinkles graced her
eyes. Tall, slim, athletic and well-proportioned, Daksha still looked vibrant
in her early 50s. Her hair was tied up in a neat bun behind her head,
and a dab of red lipstick and some skin powder gave her a refined
appearance that night that was rarely seen.


"None
of the reserve divisions committed to this action were at full preparedness!
You sent them to battle with basically no plan but to move forward against
strong enemy positions! Across a river! Against Nochtish aircraft and tanks
when Rhino's reserves were almost bereft of equivalent forces! Your
operation was pointless and unnecessary. You made a show of commanding our armed
forces to seem as if you had the competence to continue to govern. Now you
have ground away troops that are necessary to respond when -- and I say
when, mind you, not if -- Nocht breaks through Dbagbo's front line! It was this
same kind of poorly thought massed attack that ended with our forces
trapped in the heinous Tukino pocket! Clearly you were not paying attention
then and neither are you now!"


On the far
left of the room, the "Hardliners" snickered. They were only ones in
the room with a reason to be smug. They knew this censure was not directed at
them. They had abstained from every little congressional disaster that had
unfolded the past week.


"Years
ago, my office conceded to a peace-time draw-down in military forces and a
restructuring of our military and political bureaucracy in light of the crisis
brought on by the Akjer treason among others. Back then I cooperated with
your operations to the fullest extent. I conceded to the Council in good faith,
knowing that some action had to be taken in case of counterrevolutionary
elements. I was foolish to believe then that you wouldn't exploit my
concessions as you do now!" Daksha said. She pointed a finger specifically
at the rightmost set of seats where Collaborators twiddled their thumbs.


Though it
could not compare to the tragedy unfolding now, from 2024 through 2026, little
more than a decade after the establishment of the SDS, a wave of very serious
troubles arose after several political leaders, including in the Council, in
the Military and in the Civil sectors, were implicated in foreign-sponsored
treason and potential sabotage. This crisis ended in the severing of ties with
Nocht, the covert beginning of of interventions in Cissea and Mamlakha, the
purging of individuals and the restructuring of the Council and Military in the
wake of losing several top officials to KVW-supported investigations.


To its
credit the Council responded quickly to the crisis -- to its detriment, the
response was aimless and in the worst possible faith. After thorough investigations
and several executions, the reform process was run away with. Council was
broken up into two chambers, one powerless. Proportional representation was
introduced and swelled the Civil chamber in the
Collaborator's favor. The KVW lost its ability to dictate the policy of the
Territorial Army. The Council lashed out at anything that could compete with
its authority in a desperate bid to preserve itself against future treason. It
was senseless.


Yuba's
faith in democracy led him, like a child, to walk hand in hand with that chaos,
and to follow it to most decadent depths. His belief was only recently shaken.
All of this situation still felt alien -- to look back on his decisions with
such regret frightened him.


Daksha continued
speaking, her tone more moderated. "Ayvarta can never and will never be a
'utopia without arms' in a world where Nocht exists. I demand that this
Council to rescind demilitarization, fully remobilize all reserve military
assets, and return to the Military Council the command of the so-called
Territorial Army. Put that to a vote!"


Daksha
turned sharply around, walked off the podium and abruptly quit the room,
leaving behind a dreadful and long quiet that the Liberal bloc did not move to
disturb. A resurgence of activity was slow to come. The Collaborators,
normally at the front of any motion, were at first in disarray. Their leader,
Arthur Mansa, an old veteran of the Civil War and one of the founding members
of the SDS, had vanished to Tambwe to support its regional Council, presumably
at the behest of his son, who had only recently ascended to the regional
council and now faced an invasion. His subordinates, perhaps not as capable as
he may have imagined, seemed afraid to take any measure until he could be
reached for consultation. This had put them a step behind everyone else in
Council.


In
addition, when his orders did come, they had inspired disaster after disaster
lately.


As such the
Collaborators had a crisis of leadership, and with them, the Council.


Little conversations
started to rise in volume around the room. Dozens of debates in miniature
sprang up as everyone thought of what to do. People stood up and crossed the
room to discuss with counterparts they knew personally or to fetch their aides.


Finally, Councilman
Yuba stood up with a few of the Liberals and took the stage.


With his
appearance the Council quieted and returned to a semblance of order.


"Comrades;
the most recent source of your contention has been the fact that the Standing
Procurement Plan for the year has already been passed and approved by the
central agencies." He said. Around the room a packet started to make the
rounds, passed around by Liberal aides. "However I have gone
through great effort to compile Warden Kansal's proposals and incorporate
them into a quarterly Supply Bill that can be easily added to the
Procurements Plan. I propose that we put this measure on the table and hold it
to a vote. Let us end this debate once and for all. Give the Warden the courtesy
of her proposal standing or falling, in whole, on its merits! This Council
needs an immediate resolution to this issue."


Only part
of the room was aware that regardless of the outcome of this vote, the Civil
Council they had known for the past 4 years was issuing its final motions.


It was not
uncommon for Liberals to craft bills -- everyone had projects to do. Most
often, National bills were extensions of regional projects, because in a big
way most of the blocs were very regional. Collaborators came from the south;
Liberals largely from the North; Kansal's "Hardliners" the few
representatives voted in from Solstice itself. What was strange was for
Yuba to go out of his way to introduce what seemed like a KVW project, and a
radical, suspicious one at that. However, everyone was under too much stress to
consider it deeply. Surprise supply bills happened; it wasn't ominous by
itself. In this instance it was easy to believe Yuba was just doing them the
courtesy of getting the KVW out of everyone's way. Liberals were known to be
fairly diplomatic in that way.


Without
further deliberation the machinery of the Council started to digest the bill.


Across the
chamber, Whips ran around their
blocs gathering up the votes and holding debates in miniature. There were
problems abound -- many of the junior collaborators for example had been
"brought up" the past few years to believe that Demilitarization was
good and that ceding power to Daksha Kansal's faction in any way was
essentially steps toward a coup. They didn't say this, nobody said it directly,
but their insinuations could only add up to that one picture. Many of the
Liberals also thought this way in some form.


Among the
Liberal bloc many wondered what had gotten into Yuba lately, but most of them
deferred to his authority as a veteran. Even the older juniors believed
themselves to lack the seasoned dedication of the few Council elders. In any
case a unique feature of the Liberals that fateful night was being aware
enough of the world outside the numbing labor of legislation to be more afraid
of Nocht than a phantom coup by Daksha Kansal.


Among the
few Hardliners there was no Whip and a Whip wasn't necessary. They normally
abstained from these kinds of votes but they would vote unanimously in favor of
Kansal's proposal. Many of them were ex-Military Councilors from when the
Military Council actually had a say in government. They had run successfully in
Solstice after the abolishing of the Military Council's votes, and established
themselves as the local political force.


After an
hour's worth of reading and discussing the plan, the fated instant
arrived.


Votes were
gathered, counted, and to a collective silence Kansal's bill failed again.


Yuba took
to the podium once again, this time alone. He turned his head from one side to
the other, casting a hard, serious look around the chamber before
speaking.


"Comrades,
I used to believe strongly that any proposal made in this chamber was a
proposal for the good of the country. Years ago I supported the reforms made
after the Akjer incident. I feared that our beautiful nation could be toppled
by a few tainted ideologues. I feared the militarization of our country,
and how members in the military and the civil sectors had conspired to profit
off our secrets and security and to collude with foreign powers. I feared the
great power that officers and civil servants had gained."


Around the
room there were whispers, wondering what the point of this was. Kansal's
package had failed and it was time to move on to the next piece of business.
There was a refugee housing bill for example that needed to be properly
torn up among them.


"I
learned to fear many things," Yuba continued, "and to see this
Council as a protecting light against the sources of that fear. I thought
through our dialog here nothing could fail to be resolved -- and I thought
anyone who refused our dialog was being extremist. I was wrong. We were the
extremists. We went to extremes to see ourselves as infallible. We went to
extremes to see our own comrades as enemies. We went to extremes for our own
power and rationalized to ourselves that what we did for ourselves was
for the good of all. We went to the extremes of self-delusion and
self-grandeur. We were like children playing a game with ourselves, holding our
rules as sacred. Yes, we kept food going and kept the rain out. But as a whole
we have regressed in our politics and organization."


Yuba
gathered up his papers on the podium, and then threw them away.


"The
Socialist Dominances of Solstices was imperfect when it was founded, and our
self-centered bickering has rendered it now near to destruction. I abide that
project no longer. I am calling for a Motion Of No
Confidence against the 7th National Council of the Socialist Dominances of
Solstice in light of the defeat of Supply Bill AG-49-#1216."


Thus the
killing blow, that had been so carefully prepared, was finally struck.


Across the
chamber there was gasping and the turning of heads. Men and women stood up and
shouted immediately that this was impossible, that it couldn't be done. But
Yuba and his handpicked conspirators knew that it could be done, it simply had
never been done before. Defeating a Supply Bill was one of the potential ways
in which a Motion Of No Confidence could be
introduced. After that there would be a vote to dissolve government, appoint an
interim government, and announce special elections. All of this was
constitutional protocol.


There was
in fact, in the Constitution, even a protocol to reinstate a Premier,
though the office of the Premier was slashed after the death of Lena Ulyanova.
It had never been amended out of the Motion of No Confidence. Council had
been too arrogant.


"Comrades!
Order! This is your duty now! Do you think this government is worthy to
continue? Within your hearts, if you truly believe this, then vote! It is that
simple! But I beg of you; if you have even the slightest doubt, then this
Council must be shredded. Without a will of iron our country will sink."
Yuba said. His face was stone, but in his heart of hearts he thought of himself
as pleading to them. This was a final chance to absolve himself of the guilt
and infamy of history. He was taking on a great burden now.


Slowly the
Council quieted from an outcry to a murmur. Councilors regrouped and with their
faces sullen, their eyes downcast, they readied themselves for the pivotal
vote.


Everyone
knew this would be the moment of truth. But there was no more climactic
drama to be found. Collaborators started to split up among territorial lines.
Liberals held together for once. Hardliners announced they supported the No
Confidence motion completely, and they announced it before anyone else had a
word in. Yuba, having called the motion, painstakingly acted as whip and went
to each of the blocs. There was no trembling in his voice or in his movements.
His bodily actions were like a voice in flesh, carrying out a fact; one did not
shirk from facts. One just spoke them neutrally. That was his body, his mind,
his voice, as he tallied the votes for the destruction or salvation of the 7th National
Council. He was neutral; as Liberals often prided themselves in being.
Objective, rational, emotionless.


His heart
cried, however, from the stress of his duty. But it had to be this way.


Yuba had
always been a firm believer in the process, in the strength of democracy, in
its ability to rehabilitate humanity. Over the past few weeks, he told himself,
he had been neutral. He bided his time and picked his people silently and
carefully while the Council made itself look weak, foolish, incompetent.
He had not instigated that. They had done it all alone. They reaped what
they sewed. Doubt and disillusion was at its peak among the Collaborator
councilors, and now he had given them the way out, one way or another.


There would
be no more climactic drama. No more back and forth. One side had won.


Votes were
tallied and the consequence read aloud -- the 7th National Civil Council was
dissolved, and deliberations began on an interim government. There was no
better idea being floated than that which had already hung in the air before:
assign Daksha Kansal a Premiership alongside a small interim
Council with a mandate to resist Nocht at all costs.


Special
elections would not be held; with the Collaborators dismissed, nobody could vote
them in again because the territories of Adjar and Shaila were lost and perhaps
soon Dbagbo and Tambwe would fall in addition. Yuba knew that for a time this
meant the effective end of Ayvartan democracy as they knew it. It was all up to
Daksha Kansal now.


It had to
be this way, he told himself. Socialism would withstand it or fall.


"Alright
then," Yuba called out, "the Council yields, to Premier Daksha
Kansal."


 


 






















30. The Benghu Tank War II


 


53rd of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


Dbagbo Dominance -- Chanda General School


Aarya
returned from the cafeteria carrying a stack of boxed lunches.


They were
meant for the children in her charge, waiting for her in one of the second
floor classrooms of Chanda's auxiliary school building. She hurried to return
to them.


Though she
did not like leaving them alone, she had told them to be good while she braved
the rains and winds to get them all something to fill their stomachs.


Whistling a
song as she climbed the steps she wondered what mischief they must have caused
while she was away. They were well-behaved, but still rambunctious.


When she
arrived at her classroom she was surprised to find them all in a corner.


They hid
away from the windows, their heads down and their arms over their hair.


After
seeing the soldiers running hither and thither downstairs she feared the worst.


She felt
her chest tighten and her knees shake. Were the imperialists this close?


She dropped
the boxes on top of her desk and furtively approached the windows.


Outside she
saw only the meadow's undisturbed fields of red and yellow cosmos
flowers, gently swaying and brilliantly glistening from the rain and flashes of
lightning.


An
exhausted sigh escaped her lips. "Children, don't worry! I'm here
now. Come here."


Gently,
with a warm smile, she urged the children to approach the windows.


Not all of
them did -- only a few were brave enough. Mostly the older kids. Many of the
smaller children stayed in the corner, seated with their backs to the wall
and their arms around their knees, looking down at the floor as if to make
themselves smaller. Other kids walked a few steps but kept their heads firmly
below the aperture of the windows.


"We
saw a star flying across the sky Ms. Balarayu!" one girl explained.


"We
thought it would fall on the town so we went to hide!" added one of the
boys.


Aarya looked
out the window again, this time craning her head to the rainy sky.


It might
have been artillery fire from Benghu. She had been told that there was a
battery stationed there. She didn't know how many guns that was, and she didn't
know what they were capable of. She supposed if they fired skyward it would be
visible on a dark day.


Aarya was
not a soldier. She was a teacher. To these children, maybe even a mother.


"Follow
me, back to the corner. We'll turn it from a sad little corner to a happy
one."


She took a
little girl and a little boy in hand and the rest followed her. She sat down
among those children still pensive on the floor, gently wedging herself
in, and extending her arms as far as she could like the wings of a mother bird.
All of the children accommodated themselves near her. When everyone was
settled, she cleared her throat, and sang a little la la
la as if to test her voice, to excite the children. They
looked at her suddenly with wide and aware eyes, and clapped their hands in
anticipation. She then started to sing actual verse.


Whenever
the children seemed bored or anxious, Aarya sang old songs to them.


Almost all
traditionally Ayvartan songs had a religious origin. When Aarya sang she
often sang the Spirit Stories, because as an Arjun it was what she knew. She
sang of the beautiful Kanpa whose dancing gathered the wind and clouds and
brought rain. She sang of the great calmness and patience of the hero Bakti who
sat through the flame of the demon Karna and with his devotion and will
survived the onslaught and turned away the beast.


Today she
sang the song of Bakti again so they would endure this fire patiently.


Until she
became a teacher, Aarya only sang these songs a few times a year in
festivals in Benghu, where the temple chorus would open and close the
festivities with song.


She never
sang alone. There had always been Darshan; and her. She had been by her side
too. Today when she sang, she thought she heard her voice in accompaniment.


Current
events had brought that remembrance screaming back into her mind.


Of late she
had been singing to the children, all by herself, every day.


For many
reasons she fretted about doing so.


Innocently
the children gathered around her skirt and watched with wide-drawn eyes.


She felt
those little eyes and little smiles hanging on every second of her voice.


They loved
the stories, and they loved her voice. They started clapping as soon as she
stopped. After every song they asked questions. She answered as best as she
could to maintain the innocent fancy she saw in their eyes. She answered as if
there was a Bakti who withstood a demon or a Kanpa who danced for a king, in
this day and age.


Aarya
fretted because her singing gave them hope in completely immaterial things.


In real
life they could not rely on spirits or magic to turn away Nochtish guns.


It also
brought back bittersweet memories. Memories of things undone, incomplete.


But it was
all she could do to make the children happy and to keep them healthy.


So she
sang. She sang like a genuine prayer. She sang as if to the Spirits themselves.


Aarya had
become a teacher because she loved children and loved working with them. Even
as a student herself, at this very school, she always helped out with the
smaller kids. It was a blessing to be able to protect and nurture them. But it
also unsettled her at times.


For the
past few weeks Aarya had been a surrogate mother more than a teacher to her
small gaggle of kids. There were a dozen kids with different stories. Little
Lakshmi had parents but they were helping evacuate industry from Shebelle.
Because Shebelle was a combat zone the children were sent further north,
to Benghu, to Chanda; there was the oldest boy, ten years, named Zaheer. His
father was a soldier, his only parent after his mother passed a year ago. She
had not heard from him recently, but she assured Zaheer he was fine.


Several of
the children were orphaned, and they essentially lived in school -- they
slept in a tiny hostel in Benghu and spent most of their day in Chanda. Lately
the hostel was requisitioned for use as a barracks for Battlegroup Rhino, and
the children spent the nights with Aarya in a classroom with a view of the
meadow. For fun she had everyone pitch in and put up big tents indoors. They
"camped out" in the classroom with the windows open.


Two of
those big tents currently took up the opposite side of the classroom.


They spent
their days this way in the classrooms of the school's auxiliary building;
in the lunch room once or twice a day, and if not, then eating boxed lunches
together; and in the field whenever possible, reading under the cloudy
sky. Whenever the children asked about the school's main building she gently turned away the question. Whenever they asked
about the soldiers, she told them they were friends -- "comrades!" --
and working to help everyone.


Aarya had
to be strong and gentle and almost god-like to the children. She had to be
perfect for them because she was the only thing in the world that could be
perfect for them.


So she sang
and played and fed them, cleaned them, clothed them, taught them arithmetic and
reading and as much of the curriculum as she could teach by herself -- her
specialty was arithmetic. There were a few other teachers with their own
specialties, but nobody could handle hosting a real semester under these
circumstances. Everyone was just taking care of the children as best as they
could under the duress of this historical moment.


She sang
for them. That was all that she could do. She was a teacher, not a
soldier.


She was not
their real parent either, but perhaps that was the least concern right now.


Whenever
she sang, Aarya put a lot of passion into her voice. She wanted to drown out
the mental voice with the physical voice. Her thoughts wavered toward those
close to her.


Her fiance,
Darshan; he was a teacher too and was certainly not a soldier either.


Her
students, now like her children; they barely knew that there was a war. They didn't
know the scope of it. Soldiers kept information from her and when she found out
things that perhaps she should not know she kept them all from the children.
Perhaps in the future they might have to become soldiers. To Aarya that was the
worst tragedy of them.


But Naya--
Naya was apparently a soldier now. Perhaps she had been for a while.


She didn't
know how to square that with everything that was happening right now.


What
should one think of a beloved friend who flitted, ghost-like, out of one's
reach?


When she
heard of her again she felt a mixture of relief, hope, trepidation,
bitterness--


Aarya sang,
silently praying that the voice would carry away all of this evil in the world.


In the
midst of singing however a soldier, weapon in hand, charged into the room.


The
soldier's eyes darted around the room then settled on the windows.
She shouted.


"Please
close the windows Ms. Balarayu! They'll offer some protection from enemy
fire!"


Aarya grit
her teeth and gave the soldier a nasty look and hugged some of the smaller
children close -- everyone had been startled when she barged in. How tactless
of her!


She was
about to respond when Darshan followed in behind the soldier. Despite having
almost a head's worth of height over the soldier he looked demure in her
presence.


"You're
scaring them." He said softly, his hand hovering over the soldier's
shoulder.


"Apologies,
but that's not really my priority right now. Close the windows."


At once the
soldier turned around and ran out the room. They heard the door open to the
adjacent classroom, and the one after that. She was checking for
vulnerabilities.


Darshan
looked at Aarya and gave her a helpless little shrug. Aarya smiled at him.


"Children,
me and Mr. Puri have to discuss something. Why don't you try singing the song
among yourselves? You all know the words." Aarya said. Most of the
children nodded. Many of them kept their eyes on Aarya and Darshan as they left
the classroom together, smiling mischievously. She had told them before
that he was special to her.


They started
gossiping about "Ms. Balarayu liking Mr. Puri" as soon as she left.


Out in the
hall Aarya kissed Darshan briefly on the lips. He held her by the waist and
then pulled her into an embrace, head over shoulder. He was so strong -- she
felt like she could lose herself in his arms. He had gotten big since they
first met. Even dressed in his unassuming button-down shirt and tie
she thought he looked big and burly.


"How
are things in your class?" Darshan asked, almost whispering.


"They're
scared. They know something's wrong, Darshan." Aarya said.


"My
kids are all still sick. They're getting better but the weather's not helping.
I've done everything I could for them short of getting sick with them." He
said, his expression wan.


Due to the
sudden change in the country's fortunes and in the nature of their work, Aarya
only saw Darshan a few times a day. Sometimes they contrived to have their
classes together, but Darshan's children were ill and as such their
interactions even more limited. They met in the mornings and they shared their
nights when they could, very rarely.


"You're
doing the best you can. It's all anyone could ask of you." She assured
him.


"I
left them napping in the room. That soldier nearly woke them up. I followed her
back out here hoping I could stop her from scaring every kid in the
building." Darshan said.


"What
is happening with the soldiers today? Do you know anything?" She asked.


Darshan
broke off their embrace. He could never quite look her in the eyes -- he tried
to look like he was doing so but he would always gaze just off them as if
anxious to meet them. He was big and he looked tough outwardly,
but Darshan was a sensitive sort.


"I
asked Sharna about it; I wanted to talk with her and see how she knows Naya,
but she ended up telling me not to bother with that and that we may have to
evacuate soon."


Aarya
nearly winced at the mention of their old friend. It was a too-recurring
subject.


"So
the Nochtish soldiers are definitely coming this way." Aarya said heavily.


"Given
how all of our soldiers are acting, I think they're around the corner."


There was a
clanging from a door behind them; the soldier from before ran out of a room and
past them, charging down the hall. Holding hands, they walked down the hall and
opened the door -- the soldier had closed all of the metal shutters on the
windows. They were intended for child safety but she supposed they could
perhaps take a bullet.


"I
keep thinking about her. She could be out there fighting right now."
Darshan said.


Aarya sighed
a little. "I pray that she is well. But I have no hopes of meeting
her."


Darshan
looked at her with surprise. "She was such a good friend to me, Aarya. I
feel I'd be half the man I am without her. Ever since she left I've
wanted her back. I felt like we could have a chance now!" He looked
at the shuttered windows. "If only this wasn't happening!"


Aarya did
not like this conversation, because it was another issue that made her feel
helpless and hopeless, ill equipped. She too had thought of Naya as a valuable
friend and she thought Naya felt the same. But years back -- spirits know how
many, it was so
many years, she felt -- everything seemed to fall apart for Naya
all at once. Aarya only pieced it together little by little from the
ashes. She didn't know the whole story. Aarya only knew that a lot of hurt had
befallen Naya and it forced her away -- and there had been nothing she or
Darshan could do to stop it or to help her. As if dust blown by the air,
she was swept away from their grasp.


Ever since
Darshan got his hopes up a day ago he was obsessed with the subject.


Like her,
he probably wanted to smother Naya to make up for perhaps abandoning her.


"I
feel the same way Darshan. But this is happening -- and we can't affect it at
all."


"I
know. It has really ruined everything, hasn't it? All of our well laid
plans." He said.


Aarya
smiled weakly in response, now averting her own eyes from him. "Someday if
everything works out, I know Naya might attend our wedding and hold our
crowns."


"Spirits
bless; that would be such a lovely outcome." Darshan said. "I will
pray for it."


There was a
part of Aarya that didn't want to pray for it -- that feared the distance of
these intervening years. That feared how everyone had changed from her
good memories.


Aarya had
thought of work and marriage as the crossroads where the childish tumult of her
life would be left behind, and she would finally grasp firmly at meaning, at
strength, at the invisible power and certainty that supposedly defined
adulthood. Now everything was in a greater disarray than it had ever been. All
of the constants were thrown into chaos.


She was not
a soldier or a politician or anything; all she could do was sing and pray.


That was
what she told herself, because she simply didn't know what to do anymore.


"Yes.
I have to feed the children, Darshan. It was good seeing you." Aarya said.


She leaned
up and pecked him on the lips. She patted him on the chest, and walked around
him and back into the classroom. He stood, diffident, back in the hallway,
staring out at the shutters that closed their view of the meadow and
perhaps Naya's direction.


Naya had
been so special to both of them. Nowadays the absence felt punctuated again.
But Aarya feared that the two of them had broken in ways that could not mend,
and that meeting again would only tear open wounds that had no chance to heal
now.


 


53-AG-30 Dbagbo -- Benghu
Outskirts


There was
not much more finesse to muster. At some point maneuver warfare simply became
warfare -- once you were close enough to the target or once the terrain simply
gave up on you or you on it. All that remained was to draw sword and engage in
the melee.


Over six
kilometers out they spotted the few buildings along the edge of Benghu.


Noel and
Spoor's mobile detachment from the 10th Panzergrenadier Regiment, consisting
now of a half-dozen half-tracks, a few cars, a hundred men and a dozen tanks,
had maneuvered all that they could along the eastern approach from Shebelle,
steering well clear of the city's defenses and hooking around Benghu's southeast.


Between
them and the underbelly of the town there were several km of empty field. Their
column was staggered into three broad echelons -- their tanks at the front, the
sixty or so men and their half-tracks, and finally Panzergrenadiers lacking
the Panzer part,
packed into a few cars or hitching rides on the sides and back of other
vehicles.


Far to the
west there was a small hill and a patch of wood that was out of range of
anything; straddling Benghu itself there was the cover of sparse woodland and
some actual geography. But before them there was only flat, muddy earth beneath
windswept grass.


When the
column confirmed first visual on Benghu they stopped for reconnaissance and
planning. Flushing fire was suggested but Spoor argued against it on
account of their weapons lacking power for the task. A few men spread out ahead
of the column, crawling along grass, running toward the hill, looking for
different vantage points.


Noel
stepped up and out of his turret, umbrella in one hand and binoculars in the other
as he surveyed the surroundings. At full magnification he could see the
buildings on the outer edge of the town as if standing several hundred meters
rather than single-digit kilometers away. Because his field of view was limited
however he was forced to pan around atop his turret for several minutes to get
a good look past the fences and along the buildings.


"They're
all in there." Noel said over the radio. "I know they are. They'll
crawl into any building and make an ordeal out of getting past it. But I don't
see anyone out in the open."


Spoor was
watching too, about a kilometer behind everyone in his courier car.


"There
are three buildings with windows facing the field: two houses and what appears
to be a wide and squat granary or storage building perhaps. They are
likely fighting positions. I don't think they are large enough to house heavy
guns. We could advance."


Noel nodded
to himself as if nodding to Spoor. He kept looking, picking up more detail.


"There's
also a road cutting in from the west. It runs along just behind those fences
and then curls away in two directions, one deeper into town and another out to
Shebelle proper."


"There
seems to be nothing to do but to get in as fast as possible." Spoor
replied.


"I
think we should avoid it entirely. Even as a target of opportunity. Let
Reiniger take care of the town. Once we secure Chanda and the rail station
they'll be surrounded." Noel said.


Spoor was
no longer speaking to him in restrained tones. He had fully gone over to Noel's
side and they spoke as equals, trading opinions on the situation like any two
landsers on the ground. It was rather pleasant. Noel was glad not to be stuck
with someone like Reiniger.


"I
don't disagree, but with the town intact, our rear could be vulnerable as we
move on Chanda. I believe at least some token attack on the town must be made
to buy time."


"So
long as we leave scouts behind we'll know if we're in danger or not." Noel
said.


"Are
you volunteering for the task, Captain Skoniec?" Spoor said in a
whimsical voice.


Noel
laughed. "I'm not getting closer than 2 klicks to any of those
buildings--"


He started
to say this -- but then found ample reason to start moving closer.


Along the
road straddling southeast Benghu a column of four rare Orc tanks
approached. These were much more substantial tanks than Goblins, with thick,
flat-topped rounded turrets balanced by a long boxy counterweight in the back,
long flat-topped hulls. Leisurely they rounded the buildings, ran through
the fence, and trundled out into the mud and grass. They lined up along the
edge of town and nonchalantly opened fire southward.


An
armor-piercing shell flew about 200 meters too wide to hit Noel and crashed
into the dirt. Two others flew too far over the mechanized column and a final
shell crashed almost a kilometer ahead of them, splashing mud and grass.
Missing did not deter the Ayvartans -- within a few seconds another salvo of
four shells flew around the invaders.


When a 45mm
shell finally struck the front of an M5 tank it deflected off the hull.


Though the
Panzergrenadiers and tankers around them were remarkably collected in the face
of continuous enemy fire, Spoor called for calm over the radio nonetheless.


"All
soft units maintain formation behind the tanks. We are safe at this
distance."


Safe, yes,
but Noel also knew they could not fight back effectively at this range. Neither
side had the punch to harm the other at these ranges. They were over 5000
meters apart. At 500 meters, the M5 Hunter's 37mm gun could penetrate about
30mm of armor. With the capped ballistic shell this rose to 40mm of penetration
at 1000 meters -- but that was only issued to Noel's unit. All nine of their
remaining tanks were issued stock AP tracer shells without the ballistic cap
and improved coring. They were no good until they got close.


While the
Ayvartan 45mm gun was stronger, it was not strong enough for 5000 meters. Those
Orcs were taking complete pot shots. Any tank so stricken would be utterly
unharmed. No gun could penetrate any tank at 5000 meters. It was not tank combat
range.


"They
want us to get close to them." Noel said. "In range of their
defensive line."


"Do we
take the bait then?" Spoor asked. "We have overwhelming superiority.
An Orc tank is not much better armored than a Goblin -- at 1000 meters you can
break them."


Noel
grinned. Some people had described his grin as sinister. He enjoyed it.


"Nah.
Let's just ignore them. They can have their shitty town. Let's go around."


He spoke in
a jesting voice and hoped Spoor would intimate his true meaning.


Without
protest, Spoor issued the order to move east around Benghu's meadows.


Noel
dropped back inside the gloomy confines of the M5A2's turret mechanisms.


"We're
moving, sweetheart!" Noel said to Ivan, shouting without the radio.


Ivan looked
back at him with a smile. "Good! I was getting restless!"


Swiftly the
column shifted its great bulk away from the town. Tanks at the front turned
their sides to the enemy and started east within minutes; half-tracks groaned
to life, their men mounted, and made their way behind them. Noel and his men
played rear guard, and followed along with the stray cars and foot soldiers
marching at the end of the column.


Once they
were underway it took them a few minutes to clear nearly a kilometers
worth of distance away from the defenses of Benghu and the haphazard fire of
the enemy tanks.


Predictably
the Orc tanks did not stand for this. Safe inside his turret and looking over
his tank's shoulder through his telescope, Noel watched as the tanks started
after them, accelerating rapidly to their full speed and giving reckless chase
to the vulnerable rear of the column, just as he planned. By ignoring
Benghu he forced the Orcs to come fight him.


Lured into
throwing the first thrust they could be cleanly taken out by the riposte.


In a few
minutes they too would be out of the range of Benghu's support fire.


Then it
would be quite an even match between the Orcs and the M5 tanks.


Noel timed
the enemy's approach, and then he issued his orders over the radio.


"Dolph,
Bartosz, charge 'em! Everyone else, enjoy a leisurely drive to Chanda!"


As one the
M5A2 and Bartosz and Dolph's M5s turned their hulls around in place, sliding
over the slick mud beneath their tracks, and charged at the pursuing enemy.
Already running, the Orcs started the confrontation at around 3000 meters from
the M5s, but Noel's group was making quite good on cutting that distance. They
were nearly twice as fast as the Orcs, even on the soft, slick and gooey
terrain of rain-swept Dbagbo.


"Dolph,
Bartosz, listen up. We can breach the Orc's front armor starting at 1000
meters, but they can do the same with their AP-HE once they reach 500. It will
take about 30 seconds once we hit 1000 for that to
become 500 -- load APCB and shoot fast on my signal!"


Noel
watched the tanks becoming larger in his sights as the two sides approached.


Shells came
flying from the Orc guns starting at 2000 meters, sweeping past Bartosz,
crashing around Dolph. A shell deflected right off Noel's sloped glacis. He
felt the transfer of energy, the loud THUNK as the projectile's
mass struck his armor at a poor angle and flew off. He shook, but it was no
more a shaking than the recurring operation of the tank on bad terrain
produced. Tanks shook. It happened. Noel kept his cool.


Ivan, too,
withstood the attack bravely despite the shell crashing right before his face.


Ahead of
them the four Orcs seemed implacable behemoths compared to the small Goblins
that they were used to fighting. Their rank moved with metallic inevitability,
like boulders rumbling down the field. Dolph and Bartosz at his sides made no
move to change their trajectories. Zig-zagging would have only cost them
precious speed. Trusting in their armor and guns alone the sides closed in,
parallel ranks about to meet.


Two minutes
in and the invisible threshold was suddenly crossed. 1000 meters distance.


Noel blew a
smacking kiss into the radio as his signal to commence rapid fire.


He had only
about thirty or forty seconds of shooting before the Orcs became deadly.


Fiercely
the rounds flew, traded as fast as their respective crews could load them.


The Orcs
had been firing the whole time; this put them at a disadvantage.


Noel's
tanks already had rounds loaded and they shot first in this crucial exchange.


Through his
gun sights he put the Orc within the triangle in the middle of his reticle.


Immediately
the M5A2 forced a round through the turret of an Orc in the center of the
formation, causing the others to give it a wide berth in their rank. Smoke
issued from inside and the hatches burst open. Noel must have hit the gun
mechanisms, maybe even the breech. He quickly retrained his gun, using his foot
pedals to steadily turn the turret.


Noel's own
gun was gyro-stabilized but all the other tank gunners had to deal with the
shaking of their guns while firing at top speed. Projectiles flew wildly across
the intervening distance, soaring past and crashing around tanks. Dolph and
Bartosz were throwing a shell every five seconds but their shots failed to
connect with anything but mud and air.


Fifteen
seconds; 700 meters; the fourth barrage from the Nochtish half of the
duel.


Noel
loaded, aimed, and fired on an Orc that appeared almost as if right next to
him.


An APCB
shell from the M5A2 sliced through the glacis of the Orc at an angle, causing
an explosion inside the tank that smashed the track mechanism on the tank's
side, sending a bogey flying and disgorging pieces of the crew compartment
out the flank armor.


Two Orcs
were left behind in twenty seconds as the columns hurtled ever
closer.


"We're
hitting their effective range! Take them out or start evading!" Noel
shouted.


He hardly
saw the muzzle flash across the field from him; it seemed less than a
second later the M5A2 shook suddenly and violently and he hit his eye on the periscope
as an AP-HE shell struck the front plate, detonating right outside Ivan's
position in the hull.


There was
no penetration; but there was a bruise. Noel pressed his hand against the side
of his left eye, and winced as he raised a shell one-handed into the breech.


His next
shot joined Dolph and Bartosz's own shells and eviscerated the Orc responsible
for the attack. Through the front glacis, into the gun mantlet, and in front of
the track the M5s punched holes in the Orc, completely disabling the monster in
one vicious salvo.


At the 500
meter point there was a single remaining Orc, and the Jadgpanzerzug broke off
their formation and spread out, Dolph left, Bartosz and Noel off to the right.
A 45mm shell soared between the tanks as the formation broke -- the Orc
missed its chance.


All at once
the tank hunters launched their final salvo and cut the enemy to pieces. Two
shots through the engine block from the side at an angle, one shot through the
turret. There was a brilliant explosion, tongues of flame consuming the tank
and regrettably anyone inside. Noel nursed his tender, injured temple as he
ordered his unit back.


Sweeping
through the flanks the M5s curved around the tank carcasses and
turned the way they had come, watching a few Ayvartans extricating themselves
from the husks, bleeding from spalled shrapnel, limping, taking meek cover near
the wrecks. They would have been easy to pick off with the machine guns, but
that was not Noel's style at all.


Instead he
ignored them. He defeated their tanks. He had won his points. Anything else
above that was just a waste of ammunition and an act of graceless butchery.


"Noel,
are you alright?" Ivan asked. "I'm so sorry. I couldn't avoid
that."


"We're
driving a tank, not an airplane. It's quite alright. I've just got a little
bump."


"Sorry
about our shootin' Captain." Dolph said. "These M5s are showing their
age."


"Your
shooting was fine!" Noel said cheerfully. Speaking made his temple sting.


Forming up
once more the M5s turned their backs to Benghu and headed east.


Leaving the
wrecks behind they caught up with the Panzergrenadier column in motion, leaving
the roads and moving up broad green meadows ringed by small hills. Noel drove
up alongside Spoor's car. He rose out of the turret hatch with his umbrella in
hand and bandages and a patch around his forehead and temple, under the bouncy
gold locks of his hair. Spoor rolled down the windows on the passenger
seat to greet him with a smile.


"Astonishing
work, Captain. I have never seen tanks charge as boldly as yours."


"It's
a livin'," Noel said. "How far are we from that school building and
the rail station?"


"Thirty
minutes to an hour at most." Spoor replied. "I have contacted HQ to
inform them of our movements. General Dreschner wants to prioritize the taking
of the rail station."


"As he
well should, but the school is likely a defensive position. We'll have to fight
it."


"Indeed.
I take it that you will keep your distance from those buildings as well?"


Noel
grinned. "I'm not going a klick near that school until those defenses
are clear."


 


53-AG-30 Dbagbo -- Camp
Vijaya


Naya woke
with the dawn on the 53rd largely because she could not sleep well.


She tossed
and turned and she kept seeing intrusive images in her mind's eye.


People and
things and situations that came and went far too quickly.


She knew
only that they hurt; because she felt too keenly the sting of them.


So she did
not sleep very much that night.


But she
endured it, stone-faced, without complaints.


Nobody
could know.


Nobody should know.


When she finally
crawled out of her tent, it was raining again, and she was stung by the cold.
She had to dive back inside and fish her rubber cloak out of her belongings.


She was
ready for another sleepy day at the camp with nothing eventful to do.


Around the
camp the mood was somber and suppressed. Days and days of rainfall and dark
skies had taken its toll even on the KVW folks. Though their expressions were
blank as ever, she saw their waning constitution in their movements as they
worked under open tents and in improvised shacks. On good days the
engineers took to their tasks like machines, their focus and grace evident in
each turning of steel against lathe, in each twist of a wrench, in
each hot line of expert welding. They fell far short of this high watermark
today.


She had
always heard tell that KVW folks received special training, that they knew no
fear and would not blink before pulling the trigger. Around the camp, some of
this was confirmed to her. Still Naya wondered what it must have been like to
receive the gifts that they had, to be given fearlessness and a clarity of
mind, and then to hit a wall anyway.


She figured
it must have been much the same as how she felt. Like a bird who cut across the
skies keenly aware of its own weight and of the world's gravity pulling it
down.


Seven years
ago or so, she nearly set a running record! She won a regional medal!


Now she
couldn't run through the camp for fear of upsetting something inside her.


Naya ambled
through the rain, feeling uncomfortably cold where exposed to the
deluge and yet too warm, slick and clammy under her clothes. There was a
dull aching in her joints that was getting worse the more she stayed in the
cold. Rather than stand in line for breakfast she cracked open a paper bag of
hard, dry plantain chips and nibbled on them under her cloak while making
her way to the radio tent. Yesterday night, she had caught Captain Rajagopal
outside the workshop and the tents long enough to impress upon her how much she
wanted to perform the lonely, dismal tasks associated with unit signals.


Elated and
proud, the Captain assured her that she would have the job tomorrow.


Outside the
tent, Naya forced herself to smile and act cheerful to maintain the facade.


Inside she
found Captain Rajagopal, well groomed and reasonably dry, her dark hair
arranged into a ponytail coming in from just under the bottom of her
politruk cap.


"Hujambo!"
She mouthed. Naya thought she heard her voice whispering it.


Naya waved
at her. She donned her radio headset and clipped the microphone to her jacket
and slipped the accompanying microphone equipment box into her hip pouch.
These were some remarkable radios -- very light weight, even more so than the
portable short-range "talkie" hand radios that she had seen before.
However, the range was very poor.


They were
really only good enough to talk to Rajagopal if she was in one's presence or
very near. Naya kept the equipment in her jacket now, having learned the
lessons of the days past, but she only donned the set when she needed to talk
to the Captain.


"Can
you hear me?" She said. Into the microphone it was a whisper. But
Naya heard it.


"Yes
ma'am." Naya said. She saluted, but the Captain waved her hand down.


She walked
her quickly through her tasks in the radio tent: monitoring the frequencies in
use, taking calls if necessary, and deciphering teleprinter messages. It
was a very quick briefing. Rajagopal was out of the tent within ten minutes,
and left behind the code book and a best practices manual that she urged Naya
to read from cover to cover today.


Naya
therefore spent her time reading it, fiddling with the radios, and staring
dumbfounded at the code book. Though she was alone and mostly unoccupied, she
felt peace. The humming and crackling of the unused radio frequencies
whispering in her ears was eerie and calming. She heard no voices and felt
nothing dire toward herself. It was a welcome change.


But it
would not last. Sometime after noon the teleprinter started to churn.


It was so
violent Naya honestly thought the machine was eating itself.


In the end
however it spat out its message, and Naya picked up her code book and the
best practices manual and sat down to decipher the grid marks punched into the
paper. Because she was unused to decryption work, Naya did not have any concept
of what the completed message might be like even as she wrote it down. She
composed it letter by letter, word by word, scribbling on a piece of paper as
she looked from code book to manual to message, each letter she wrote
disconnected from the other as she focused on the next.


Once
finished she raised the paper to her face and read the decrypted message.


"IMP
MEK UNIT AGG ATK BGHU. HEAD TWRD CHND SUP SEC, HEAD TWRD RAIL YARD. NO MORE
ALLY TANK UNIT 2 RES. ALL UNIT PLS BE ADV," it roughly said.


Dumbfounded,
breathing suddenly heavy, she reworded it as the manual instructed.


She read it
again to herself, hands and lips quivering. "Imperialist mechanized unit
aggressively attacking Benghu, headed toward Chanda supply sector, and headed
toward the rail station. No more allied tank units to respond. All units please
be advised."


In her
racing mind she thought that this message couldn't be right because there was a
mobile unit that could respond -- her own. They had the Raktapata. It was in
the shop.


Why was
nobody moving if there was an attack? When Camp Vijaya could move?


And if they
were attacking toward Chanda then that meant Aarya was in danger.


She
swallowed and slowly, stiffly lowered her hands to the table, her breathing
irregular.


Naya shoved
the message into a pocket, donned her rain cloak and rushed outside.


"Chief!
Captain!"


She was
running almost without thinking. Her mind had become a white hot blank.


"CHIEF!
CAPTAIN! FARWAH!"


Between labored
breaths Naya shouted at the top of her lungs. As the thunder crashed and the
camp went about its business she ran beneath the rain, shouting and shouting.
She circled the workshop, looking everywhere, and at least finding the face she
wanted in the crowds. Pulling an unresisting Farwah around by the arm, she
forced open the doors to the workshop and almost fell forward as she
rushed inside. Bent nearly double, holding herself up with her hands on
her knees, and dripping water all over the floor, she called out again.


"Chief
Ravan! Please ma'am it's really important! Where are you ma'am?"


She
struggled to raise her head and gasped aloud with every ragged breath.


Her mind
was working again, barely working, sorting through the situation.


In the
middle of the shop the Raktapata looked pristine. It was still equipped with
the 76mm KnK-3 from before, but the top-mounted machine gun was gone. Still to
her eyes the tank looked fully assembled and ready to fight. Good! She
would need it. But she had not seen the Captain around the camp in her mad
dash; nor Chief Ravan in here!


Farwah
stood stock still, looking mainly at Naya. She was sorry to have pulled him
into the rain but this was too urgent. She needed him in the tank to go save
Aarya. Yes, good. This was imperative for her, rooted into her mind and
blocking out all other thoughts.


"Chief
Ravan! Please come out if you're working here! I need to talk urgently!"


As
Naya cast eyes quickly around the workshop and started to shout again she
heard a rustling from the far side of the room and a weak grunting noise in response.


Chief Ravan
poked her head out from under a small tarp in a corner of the shop. Taking
notice of the sudden arrivals she stepped out from under the tarp and
approached them. Dressed in a rubber jumpsuit zipped up to her neck, she was
dripping oil and lubricants on the floor as she walked, and she had grease on
her arms and face and hair. She pulled a pair of large goggles from over her
eyes, unzipped her jumpsuit to let the sweat out and looked both annoyed and
exhausted as she acknowledged Naya and Farwah.


"What's
the hurry? Are you collecting more people to play games?" Ravan asked.


Farwah made
no move to reply. Naya struggled to catch her breath and stand straight.


"Ma'am--
we received-- from Benghu--" Naya struggled to breathe and speak.


She undid
the top buttons on her uniform and withdrew a piece of paper that she had
safely tucked away in the inside pocket. Her fingers shook as she stretched her
hand.


Chief Ravan
plucked the paper from her and read it attentively.


Everything
was rendered in plain, Standard Ayvartan. Naya was certain that Chief Ravan
would read this message and draw the exact same conclusions as she did.


Naya heard
Chief Ravan read it in whispers to herself. Soon as she was done reciting Naya
forced herself upright and started desperately shambling toward the
Raktapata.


Chief
Ravan put down the paper and put a hand on her shoulder to stop her.


"Good
work, comrade." She said. "I am sorry to ask you to strain yourself
again, but you must alert the rest of the camp. We must move to evacuate from
Benghu while we--"


"What?"
Naya cut in suddenly, pulling the Chief's hand roughly off her shoulder.
"You want to evacuate?" She took a deep breath, staring in disbelief.
"Ma'am, you read the message right? They have no support at Chanda and they'll
be under siege soon!"


She could
hardly believe what she was hearing. None of it made sense, none of it was part
of what was supposed to happen in her mind. She had decoded the message, run
from the radio tent, grabbed Farwah and ran back here. She was supposed to
leave with the tank, to go help! She did not know what she expected, but it was
certainly not for Chief Ravan to advocate running away! Her heart pounding, her
mind racing with a strong mixture of anxiety and anger, Naya closed her fists
at her side and stepped in toward Chief Ravan, thoughtlessly
challenging her personal space as well as her orders.


For her
part, Chief Ravan took the slapping away of her hand quite congenially, and did
not back away even as Naya closed in on her and looked up. She stood her
ground calmly and looked toward Farwah for a reaction, but he had none. He
stood with his head down. Naya had only shouted brief incoherent things to him
-- he was probably stunned.


"I
understand your feelings, but we are not a combat-ready unit." Chief Ravan
said.


"You
didn't understand my feelings at all if you are saying that!" Naya
shouted.


It was
childish, but she had not rehearsed in her mind any response to this situation.


She felt a burgeoning
anger, an ever-growing anger; she just wanted to shout at her.


Chief Ravan
sighed and raised a hand to her forehead, inadvertently spreading a spot of
grease on her face. She seemed to swallow her words while Naya watched with her
fists clenched, coiled like a predator, waiting to spring out on the next words
said to her.


"Naya,
I don't know how it is that you are used to working with others, but here
we--"


Again Naya
cut her off before she could speak and began shouting at her face.


"I'll
tell you what, I'm not used to a unit that stands by and lets their comrades die--"


Chief Ravan
pressed a finger firmly on Naya's lips and cut her off mid-shouting.


"Stop
taking things out on me, Private Oueddai." She said, speaking slow
and firmly.


In the next
irrational instant all of Naya's built-up fury seemed to deflate as suddenly as
it appeared. Her manic energy, her fighting spirit, her bravado, all of it was
annihilated.


Naya's eyes
drew wide and she came crashing down from her soaring fierceness.


That finger
on her lip and the stern words made her feel too much like a child.


Just a
child shouting and shouting to run away from responsibility, to try to hide
behind a tough facade. A child throwing herself up against adults to conceal
her weakness.


To conceal
that she was scared and confused and reacting on a panicked instinct.


To conceal
that she was not thinking, that she was afraid to think, afraid of her mind.


Afraid of
the weight of emotion that came with the idea of Aarya in danger right now.


All of her
anxiety seemed to pile back on all at once and weigh her down. She felt
suddenly ashamed; she started to sob and to weep, and her lip quivered under
Chief Ravan's finger, overwhelmed with shame. Ashamed of shouting at Chief
Ravan, of clenching her fists at her and stepping in to threaten her; ashamed
of her helplessness; ashamed suddenly of every decision she had made that
had landed her before this woman, soaking wet and quivering, while Aarya was
out there in the path of the monsters for no sin but a love of children.


Floodgates
that had been holding back so much grief suddenly burst open.


All it took
was that finger on her lips, those stern eyes. But they were not alone.


Little by
little everything had been chipping away and now she was left bare.


Aarya.


She had
abandoned her; she abandoned everything and escaped to the one place where she
thought she would be kept away from the world so that she wouldn't have to face
it.


Darshan
too; she abandoned him even more, because she hated him now!


When the
world pushed too hard Naya fled, acting without thinking, acting out of panic.


Once upon a
time she ran forward to show her strength, her fierceness, her gallant
competitive spirit. She ran beside her friends, she ran for her family, she ran
with a body that she knew and loved. But all of a sudden running became an
evil. She ran back from everything. She ran without thought. She ran from
friends, family, home and herself.


And when
she ran too much, there came the pain to remind of her the changes.


She ran
because she couldn't stand how her old world had changed against her
consent, how its rules had been bent against her, how everything had become so
brutal and unfair to her. Aarya and Darshan had changed; Mother and Father
had changed; even her own relationship to her body suddenly changed, this the
most bitter, ruthless change of all.


Even her
own mind seemed to alter as the rest of her landscape did. Over time it
became fragile, caustic, a chorus of whispering voices that chipped at her
and chipped at her.


Naya could
not contain it anymore. She raised her hands to her head and cried. She wept
and she sobbed violently and she pressed her fists against her head, applying
pressure. She felt like she wanted to take her own head off, to crush it off
her neck like a grape.


"Naya
stop!" Farwah cried out. His voice sounded almost emotive.


Chief Ravan
was stunned. She stood dumbfounded for a moment before reaching out her hand
and trying to take hold of Naya, who was near to falling over on quivering
knees. Farwah stepped up to hold her up by the waist, his own breathing
disturbed.


"Naya,
what happened? Are you hurt? Naya please calm down." Ravan cooed
softly. "Naya you are having some kind of attack, time your
breathing in your head for me."


Naya knew she
was being held but otherwise felt like she had lost control of her body. Her
mind was a chaos that she could only describe to herself as a black
boiling cauldron, stirring and stirring and giving off foul fumes, wretched
heat, its contents featureless in the roiling mess.
Sounds were dull, sights were a blur and she felt pounding and aching in her
chest with every labored, gasping, screaming breath. She felt trapped in a cage
of her own flesh.


Footsteps
echoed in the workshop and resounded within her reeling mind.


She looked
over her shoulder at the figure of Captain Rajagopal, framed by the door.


"Is
she hurt?" Captain Rajagopal mouthed and signed all at once.


A light
seemed to shine over her in Naya's mind and the roiling ceased.


Naya pulled
suddenly away from Farwah and Ravan with a last burst of strength.


She threw
herself in front of the Captain and bowed her head to the floor.


"Captain
please let me sortie in the Raktapata! I can't just sit here while my
friends suffer! I'm a coward and I'm scared to death but I can't just sit here,
Captain! Please!"


But Captain
Rajagopal was largely deaf. Naya had forgotten to put her radio set back on
after she took it off in the radio tent. She constantly forgot to wear it
outside tank tests.


The Captain
could not see Naya's lips and as such did not hear her impassioned words.


Or did she?
Naya looked up at her when she realized her mistake, and found the Captain
kneeling beside her with a soft smile on her face. She helped Naya to stand.


Behind her
own back Naya saw Chief Ravan signing what she had been saying.


"After
what I have seen I cannot recommend it, but it's up to you Dhorsha." Chief
Ravan said. She was also presumably signing it -- she was signing constantly
throughout.


Captain
Rajagopal helped Naya to don her radio equipment again.


"Can
you hear me?" Captain Rajagopal said gently.


Naya
nodded. Her eyes were red and puffy with tears. Her head hurt badly.


"As
the Chief said, we are not a combat unit." Captain Rajagopal said calmly.
"The Raktapata is not a combat-ready vehicle. We don't know how far it can
realistically go without breaking down. We don't really know how much
punishment the armor plates can take in the field. We don't know how reliable
the engine will be under the sustained duress of a battle. We haven't
identified if the KnK-3 has serious problems with, for example, moving fires.
In theory we know that it is strong, but this has never been proven in real
combat, Naya."


"Ma'am,"
Naya's lips quivered, and her heart shuddered, "it is just like me then!"


Naya looked
back past Ravan and Farwah and pointed at the sitting Raktapata.


Out spilled
the cauldron and out went an alphabet soup of words and emotions.


"It's
a huge mess, and things aren't working out perfectly for it. It's broken in a
lot of small places under the armor where nobody can see. I've been under it's skin, I know! I know that the seat is uncomfortable! I
know that the optics are bad and make it hard to see what you're shooting!
Whenever the gun goes off smoke collects in the turret. Sometimes it hitches
for less than a second at a time when it is running, I know, I felt it."


Naya choked
up a little. It started to blend in her mind whether she was talking about the
machine anymore or about herself. She saw so much of herself in that unfinished
machine.


"But
it's really strong! It wants to make things right!" She shouted. Then she
whimpered. "But you need to give it a chance Captain! Please! I don't want
to run away anymore, ma'am. I want to run forward like I used to. It needs to
fight ma'am, sometime in its life, it has got to fight, but if nobody gives it
a chance then how will it ever prove anything?"


A sense of
trepidation overcame her -- she was confusing the tank with herself.


She thought
that nothing she was saying made sense, that it was all irrational.


"Chanda
needs us. We can't abandon them! Not when there's something we can do!"


This did
not sound convincing. It still sounded to her like a child screaming nonsense.
Naya had lost all trust in herself and her own abilities. But she couldn't
run away from this.


She owed
Aarya this; and she owed herself. Naya wanted to run proudly forward.


Even if she
was not anymore the person who effortlessly cut across the track.


Farwah and Ravan
said nothing, at least not with voice. Ravan continued to sign.


The Captain
never looked like she was judging Naya. She continued to speak softly.


"So
you think the Raktapata could use a combat trial, and you volunteer for
it?"


Naya
blinked. She stood stock still, unable to reply but with a shameful nod of the
head.


Chief Ravan
shook her own head. "I strongly disapprove of that tank going
anywhere."


Captain
Rajagopal smiled. "What if I go with her? I can command the tank
then."


Chief Ravan
thrust her fists down. "Well now I approve even less, Dhorsha!"


Naya looked
helplessly between the two women, her throat feeling ragged.


"Well
then. Hmm. Farwah, what do you think?" Captain Rajagopal said.


"I
support comrade Naya." He said, swiftly and simply. It took him no
time to reply.


"Did
you two agree to anything? Did she strong-arm you?" The Captain asked.


Naya looked
at him, her arms hanging limp at her side, her face expressionless.


Farwah
nodded at her and almost smiled -- his lips turned just a tiny bit.


"She
did no such thing. On my own I arrive at the conclusion that Private Oueddai is
a good person and I want to help her. And I want to help my comrades at Chanda
too."


"Facts
are important." Captain Rajagopal said. She gave Naya a sidelong glance.


"I
have driven the Raktapata all of its assembled life. I believe it and Naya are
ready."


Naya stood
speechless and dazed. Looking at Farwah she wanted to cry again.


Captain
Rajagopal nodded her head. She stood up straighter and crossed her arms.


When her
eyes turned suddenly Naya's way the girl nearly fell over with surprise.


Her gentle
voice transmitted through the radio with a new vigor and conviction.


"Naya, I
empathize strongly with the desire to be given a chance. Once upon a time I was
in a position very similar to your own. I laid my feelings bare hoping to be
understood. My character inspired a comrade to stand up for
me; and I was as surprised back then as you must be now. I thought to
myself that I was very lacking and that surely a deaf and half-blind girl would
be passed over. But my comrade saw in me what I did not see."


She
approached Naya and put both her hands on Naya's shoulders. They locked eyes.


"As
such, Private Oueddai, it would not be fair then for me to say anything right
now but this: be ready to deploy the Raktapata within 15 minutes. I'll take
responsibility."


It took a
moment for Naya to come to terms with what she had heard. Her mouth hung.


Captain
Rajagopal meanwhile turned her head nonchalantly to face Chief Ravan.


In turn
Chief Ravan sighed audibly. "Well, when you say it like that I can't
disagree."


 


 53-AG-30 Dbagbo
-- Chanda General School


Elena
whistled as she pulled something out of her bag. She balanced the object in her
hands, waved it a little, judging its weight. Gray and smooth, it looked as if
made of clay. Inside the bag there were five other bricks and a tangle of
copper cables and contact points.


"It
looks just like a brick doesn't it?" She said.


Leander
nodded. It did look uncannily like a brick, but that whimsical fact
competed with more pressing matters in his head. Gripping his rifle against his
chest, he looked over his shoulder periodically. They would come from around
around the projected western edge of the long hill that ringed Chanda, and
they would cut across the flowers.


Anyone out
here would be the first to see the enemy and the first to the fight.


Elena laid
down the bag, and withdrew the first brick and its cables.


"Will
it really detonate under this much rain?" Leander asked.


"Dr.
Agrawal says it will. She'd know more about it than me." Elena said.


"I
suppose so. She came up with this awful quick didn't she?" Leander
replied.


He put down
his rifle and withdrew his entrenching shovel. Gathering his strength, he drove
the sharpened edge of the shovel between the old bricks on the steps leading
from the meadow and up the little slope to Chanda's buildings. Though gentle,
the slope toward the school had become a mudslide -- climbing up would be quite
tedious without the steps.


It took
little force to budge one of the bricks and pull it out. Leander removed a few
in quick succession. Elena attached the cables to the back of the first fake
brick, wedged it in, and then they arranged the remaining bricks to cover the cables.
Two steps above, they repeated the process, until several bricks had been
replaced with fakes. They were slightly different from the ordinary bricks, but
threaded in a pattern that made them seem like a deliberate addition to the
stairway. To hide the cables they ran them behind bricks and around the
stairway, out to big tree thirty meters away. They laid down rocks over
sections of the cable to keep them low on the ground, blending in with the mud.


Behind the
tree, they connected the cables to the lunch-box sized detonator and
entrusted this instrument to an older man in a camouflage rain cloak from the
recon troops.


"Thank
you, comrades." He said simply. He tipped his helmet over his eyes, and
leaned back into the knothole of the tree. He had nothing on him but a pistol
and the detonator.


Leander's
lips quivered. "After the explosion, I'll cover you as best as I can from
that window up there." He turned and pointed toward the second floor of
the administration building. There was one small window in a small unisex
bathroom on the side of the building that had a view to the meadow and the
approach to the school stairway.


In response
the recon soldier stretched his arm and shook Leander's hand.


"Whatever
happens, you keep fighting, comrade." He said. "I am thirty-five
years old and I have led my life. I volunteered for this. We're going to save
these kids. You included."


He tapped
Leander in the center of the chest, smiling cheekily. Leander felt a quick rise
of panic, but it subsided just as quickly. It was merely a playful or
dismissive gesture.


"Doorway'll
be open." Elena said. "It's made of metal so it can take a shot. You
run as fast as you can and get behind it and you'll be safe. Then you can lock
the room up."


"I got
it, I got it. You two worry too much." He produced a little flask
from his rain cloak, and drank from it. Reclining as he was, the soldier looked
like he was napping under the rain.


Leander
stared out into the field and then back at the soldier, sad and pensive.


Elena took
him by the hand and urged him out of the soldier's orbit. Together they walked
back toward the administration building. Chanda was laid out fairly tightly.


Just a
dozen meters separated the little administration building from the second
classroom building situated to its left across the stairway landing. There was
even less space between the administration building and the large building
housing the cafeteria and auditorium directly to the north. From there the main
classroom building ran parallel to the squat secondary classroom building, and
there were maybe a dozen to fifteen meters of space between those two, taken up
by the path that led out to the big field.


Leander
spotted several people armed and waiting at the doors of the main building and
auditorium, automatic weapons in hand. Mostly Rasha SMGs; one person had
an LMG. Together they could cover the little courtyard and pathway between the
buildings.


Inside the
small reception area in the administration building Elena and Leander
reunited with Dr. Agrawal, who had discarded her white coat and was
wearing a green uniform jacket instead. She had a rifle slung around her back,
and was seated in one of the couches, holding a portable radio almost the size
of one of the bricks they replaced.


Elena and
Leander waited in her presence while she finished handing out orders.


"--hold
your fire until you see the detonations. I don't care what the enemy does, do
not expose yourself prematurely. After the blasts, whatever the result, take
the best shots you can at the enemy with all of your weapons. Stay in that
wooded hill, and if you run out of ammunition or suffer damage, abandon the
tanks and make your escape."


She
received a response, but Leander could not make out the crackling little voice.
Dr. Agrawal had the radio to her ear like a handset telephone. She nodded her
head to herself, pulled down the little antennae, and flicked a switch on the
side.


Turning to
her pupils, she smiled a little at them and tried to look confident.


"We've
only got three tanks, so we won't be maneuvering much." She said.


Elena and
Leander nodded their heads solemnly. Dr. Agrawal crossed her arms.


"Is
Corporal Jasim now equipped and ready for his mission?" She asked.


"Looks
like it. He's behind the tree. We put in the false bricks." Elena said.


"Good."
Dr. Agrawal replied. "Elena, go to the supply depot. We're keeping the
kids and some of the teachers there. You and Bonde will guard them come hell or
high water."


"I'm
not sure how much good I can do back there ma'am." Elena replied.


Dr. Agrawal
patted her on the arm. "You'll have a Gnoll tank from the recon troops
with you. Just keep it alive. I know the enemy will try to climb the slope and
get on the field. It's open terrain, and if we have it covered then we can use
its openness to our advantage."


The Doctor
picked up a backpack from the table and handed it to Elena. The girl pulled
open the flap. Inside the pack she produced a submachine gun and there
were a few thirty-round stick magazines with it. Elena loaded the weapon,
shouldered the pack, and saluted to the Doctor. She then turned to
Leander, took his hands and smiled at him.


"We'll
be fine, Leander. We survived worse; Knyskna was only a few days ago! We
got away from a pair of tanks there! These men are nowhere near
as scary as that, right?"


Leander
smiled back and squeezed her hands. "Nowhere near as scary." He said.


Elena
nodded her head. She slowly let go of him and ran out the door, gun in hand.


"Hopefully
she won't have to shoot. She's meant for better than this." Dr. Agrawal
said.


Leander watched
her go; he then took his BKV from a corner of the room and sat down on the
couch laid opposite Dr. Agrawal, across a glass table. Leander pulled back the
bolt, checked the chamber. He rapped the trigger on the empty weapon. It had
not been only a few days ago. It had been nearly thirty days since he last
fired this weapon or one like it.


Nothing had
substantially changed since then. His BKV anti-tank rifle still weighed almost
twenty kg, and when laid on the floor the whole gun was taller than he was. Its
14.5mm rounds could do nothing to a tank except between ranges of 100 to
300 meters. Humans had no such luck; a shot anywhere from within 2000
meters could tear limbs, splatter heads, or cause enough trauma entering and
exiting the center of mass to insure a kill.


The BKV
still felt natural in his hands. He remembered looking down from that ruined
second floor and over the advancing tanks, putting holes through their engines,
lighting gasoline ablaze, tearing pistons apart, slowing the advance.
That had been
scary.


For one
reason or another he hadn't occasion to think about it in the intervening days.


It was just
coming back now when he had the weapon in his hands and a target in mind.


Leander's eyes
moistened; he wanted to cry. He felt a light shuddering just under his skin, an
urge to release all of his emotions. He remember how the doctor's tools felt in
his hands. They were so thin and insubstantial, so lightweight. Clumsily he
handled them as best as he could for the doctor. But he was coming to realize
healing wasn't for him.


As the
tears started flowing he felt hands curl over his own. Dr. Agrawal sat
beside him.


"Leander,
you do not have to do this. You do not have to prove anything to me or to
anyone. Sharna can cover the approach. She's even upstairs already." She
said.


He had
almost forgotten she was in the room. Leander wiped his tears quickly.


"Sharna's
really big. She might get hit through the window. I'm more
weedy."


Dr. Agrawal
looked at him with eyes full of concern and sympathy. She almost seemed like
she would weep. There was no glistening in her eyes but the way her brows
turned down and her eyes narrow, the way her lip curled, she appeared to
witness a tragedy.


Leander
refused to see it that way. He was a soldier now. He wanted to protect people.


Corporal
Jasim was out there talking about having led his life well. He was ready to
die.


How could
Leander look at that and then go hide in the infirmary? He couldn't stand it.


"Ma'am,
I'm a soldier and I don't want to be coddled." He said weakly. His tone of
voice was affected and nasal and tiny rivulets of tears wound their way down
his cheeks.


"It's
not about coddling you." Dr. Agrawal said. But she couldn't seem to
follow it up with an explanation about what it actually was about other
than coddling him.


"Doctor,
I fought in Knyskna already. I'm not scared." Leander said, as forcefully
as he could muster under the circumstances. He was lying. He was scared. But he
had to hear it, as much for himself as for her. Nobody would benefit from
seeing him scared.


Dr. Agrawal
sidled closer and took one of his shaking hands off the BKV rifle.


"It's
not about being scared either, Leander. It's about what fighting does to you. Before
you had no choice but to fight. This country has been historically good at
putting people into positions where they have no choice but to fight. You don't
-- you, and Elena can take off your uniforms and join the civilians without
worry. No matter what happens you can pretend to be people who got stuck in the
middle of things. You can survive this."


"I
can't believe you're suggesting that!" Leander said. "It's the
absolute worst plan!"


Dr. Agrawal
shook her head. "I don't say this lightly! I say it because I care about
you, Leander. You deserve better than to wallow in this blood! You have a
choice!"


"Yes,
but I choose to fight anyway! I'll stand and fight like a man!" He
snapped.


"Do
you think acting mindlessly tough is all there is to men?" Dr. Agrawal
said.


Leander
paused, frowned, bit his lip. In his head he was still sorting things out.


"I
didn't say that at all." He said. "I know it's no good to just act
like a tough guy -- but I don't want to be a coward! I don't want to run. I
left home because I didn't want other people to always choose what happened to
me or what I did! It doesn't matter now that I don't know what to do or that
I'm scared! No matter what at least I'm doing it for myself!"


Doctor
Agrawal put her hands gently on his shoulders and looked him deep in the
eyes. He saw the lines around hers. They looked more pronounced than before.
She looked weary.


"Leander,
I want you to think very hard about whether you really want to commit to this
violence or not. Once you are in it you cannot easily escape it." Dr.
Agrawal said.


"That
didn't matter to you." Leander said. "You used to be a soldier; you are a soldier."


Dr. Agrawal
winced. She closed her eyes. "To my great shame, yes. But that is
because I have to be. You can still
leave this behind and lead a normal, safe life as anyone you want to be!"


His eyes
did not waver from hers as she spoke. He looked at her with his own intensity.


"Doctor
Agrawal, I'm staying here then, because I want to be like you. You're
still the kindest and most responsible, gentle person that I know right
now." Leander said.


Dr. Agrawal
blinked and stared at him in disbelief. She turned over his words in
surprise.


"It's
because you're still this good and strong, that I can keep going." He
continued. He wiped a fresh round of tears with his forearm. "That's how I
know this is all okay."


Now there
were tears starting to form in her eyes. He didn't want that; he hated that he
had made her cry. However he had to speak from his heart. For himself and for
her.


That
contradictory space between healer and soldier still tore her up inside. He
knew it. He intimated as such every day, with every wound she stitched, every
operation. When she read the first aid reports before each operation; even as
she watched patients unloading from the trucks. He could feel it in all those
interactions. Dr. Agrawal was always trying to make up for something. Leander
didn't know what it was exactly -- not until just then. Now all of the things
he had observed seemed to intersect plainly with 'Agrawal-The-Soldier.'


But he
didn't care what she had done in the past as a soldier, and he thought that
what she did today as a soldier would not taint her forever as a doctor or a
woman or a person.


He knew she
needed to hear that, and he knew he, too, needed to hear it right now.


"My
uncle was the only one who would teach me things in the caravan because my
father was an asshole who thought I was rubbish and my mother was
always drunk." Leander said plainly. Dr. Agrawal drew herself up in
surprise, sobbing. He continued to speak.


"One
time he told me a really important thing. You can't just add up or subtract
from everything a person does like if you were bartering with the price of
their life. Because people do things that are too important to count as one coin
or two coins. He was trying to get me to forgive my dad; but I'm not going to
forgive him. Instead, I want to think that he was telling me about you. No
matter how many people you killed before, you're saving people now and that is
important to me. Maybe I'm stupid. But that's how I think."


Dr. Agrawal
smiled a little. She wiped her sleeve over her eyes. "I see." She
said.


"I
really appreciate you Doctor. Please don't hate yourself for any of this."
He said. "And please don't hate me, because I keep picking up this gun. I
want us to live past this."


Without
another word, Leander picked up his BKV and started upstairs, making his
decision quite obvious. Dr. Agrawal did not stop him. He delayed after
vanishing from her sight up the first few steps. He waited, standing still with
his back against the wall of the boxed-in stairwell. He heard a little
pronounced sobbing, a few moist intakes of breath.


Once he
heard the doctor get back on the radio and give orders, he resumed walking.


 


53-AG-30 Dbagbo
-- Benghu Meadows


There was
no road along the meadow stretching before Chanda General School. There was a
subtle path where the flowers and grass did not grow -- trod on by generations
of horses it was a muddy, flat stretch a few centimeters deeper than the
surroundings, thoroughly covered in water. As the rain and the wind
blew the natural rippling of the water and the quaking caused by armored
vehicles became one and the same.


Soon as
they appeared around the hills and soon as they drove into the meadow the Panzergrenadiers
turned from this path and moved up through the fields of flowers. Sd.Kfz. B Squire
half-tracks led the advance, long-nosed, lightly
armored, open-topped carriers each ferrying ten men, a driver and a gunner
standing behind a Norgler machine gun.


Three
Squire carriers moved sharply due east toward the stairway up into the
school courtyard, between the buildings, while the remaining three followed the
road a little further and then drove several hundred meters due north toward
the school field.


Five
hundred meters behind the half-tracks, Spoor's private car pulled up along the
edge of the flowers. Safe behind bulletproof glass, he commanded via
binoculars and radio while the remaining cars lined the sides of the road.
Squadrons of foot soldiers following behind the vehicles ran up closer and
took up positions in the flower beds and around the grass.


The Colonel
was focused on his spearhead, six squadrons of Panzergrenadiers on their
half-tracks. Driven into the little campus, he hoped they could dominate the
tight space.


"One
vehicle at the head, two behind. Supporting vehicles dismount your men; lead
vehicles, your men shall fight from inside. Stand, draw your pistols and
keep a lookout," Colonel Spoor said. "One vehicle climbs while
the others watch carefully."


"Do we
take the steps?" asked one of the the half-track drivers.


"Give
it a shot. I'd like to have your armor right on the landing." Spoor said.


Behind them
the tanks arrived and advanced past the men, six of them speeding north
along the path. They were an advance team meant to put eyes and guns on the
rail station as fast as possible. After them arrived the remaining six
tanks. Three of them stood along the center of the muddy path, and three others
took up the rear. Among this final group was an M5 with a curious sloped
hull and a purple stripe, labeled Konigin.


"It's
gonna be tight in there." Captain Skoniec said. "I don't envy them
one bit."


"I
would not think to endanger your tank in such tight quarters." Spoor
replied.


"Well,
thank you. I am glad somebody is considerate of my needs here."


"I do
ask that you survey the proceedings and offer what support you can."


Captain
Skoniec giggled. "I can afford to stop and smell these roses for a
bit."


"Save
the smelling for later. And I believe they are actually Cosmos, good man."


"Oh ho
ho ho! Do you also happen to be a flower kind of man, Spoor?"


This
question went unanswered save for a jovial clearing of the throat.


Along the
slope to Chanda's main buildings the lead half-track approached the steps. Its
contingent of ten men stood up on the bed, supporting themselves with the
hand rails while holding their pistols in hand for close fighting. The gunner
behind the automatic Norgler, mounted just above the driving
compartment, scanned around for contacts. The wheels at the front of the
vehicle did most of the work -- they were taller than the steps, and there
was enough room to grip and climb. Once the wheels had taken enough steps in
succession the front and back of the track angled against the steps.


"Hmm,
with better track grip this could be less embarrassing." Skoniec said,
amused.


Men from
the supporting half-tracks dismounted and started to follow behind the lead
half-track as it steadily climbed the steps. They took to the mud on either side
of the stairway, digging their feet into the slope before taking careful steps
up. A few slipped and fell face first into the mud. They were almost as slow
and sloppy climbing as the Squire.


"Spoor,
tell them to stop messin' around and get up there, this is just sad--"


Something
flashed from the other side of the school, drawing everyone's attention.


Soon as
they cast eyes toward the playing field there was a similar shock ahead.


Under the
Squire the steps exploded from first to last with enough force to punch through
the vehicle and flip it over, sending it crashing back down the slope. Pillars
of dust, rock and smoke lanced through the machine and spilled its contents
across the air. Broken, burning men fell from above whole or not, and they
crashed around the grass at the foot of the slope with sickening thuds and
crunches, while shrapnel from the car scattered in every direction and lanced
through several of the other climbers. A flying hunk of door battered a man
into the mud; another three were crushed under the rest of the wreck as it
fell.


Smoke rose
from across the school, along the slope leading to the playing field.


"Pull
back from the steps!" Spoor shouted. Through the rain and the spreading
smoke he could hardly see what the rest of his men were doing. "Engage all
contacts!"










Huddled
behind the bathroom window Leander had a good view of the explosion.


Soon as the
half-track went up in pieces he knelt on the toilet with his gun braced on
the little windowsill behind it and started taking shots. None of the men had
noticed Corporal Jasim just yet. After the wreck had settled and the shrapnel
flown there were a dozen men on the slope that looked like targets to him. Some
looked whole of body but were actually dead, while others were merely wounded
and dazed, struggling on the mud.


He saw one
man coming to a stand and stepping up, working the bolt on his rifle.


Leander shot
him in the belly, causing him to tumble back down the slope. His spent casing
hit a flower pot on a nearby shelf and knocked it over. Leander winced.


"Run
you fool!" He thought. He saw him huddled behind the tree and knew not
what he was thinking. More men were starting to stand up. Leander started to
turn his sights--


Corporal
Jasim did not run. Leander saw him cock his pistol and step out of cover.


"Oh
myriad gods defend you." Leander whispered, his eyes drawn wide over
his scope.


Standing
atop the slope Jasim opened fire on the men. He killed a man and then
another, both barely standing. He turned his gun on a third on the floor and
insured he laid in the mud for good. Then he started walking downhill. Fool!
They were dazed! This was your chance to run! Leander screamed in his own mind.
He didn't understand.


Turning his
scope farther afield he saw the two remaining half-tracks and the Nochtish
tanks turning their guns. Corporal Jasim raised his arms in challenge,
laughing, cursing them. Was he drunk? Was this his idea of vengeance? Leander
trained his sights on the nearest half-track, at the men huddled around
it, at the gunner atop. He aimed over the gun mount, took a deep breath and
pulled the trigger. His shot punched through the mouth of the machine
gunner behind the Norgler and pushed his corpse back onto the bed.


Suddenly
from the hill to the south there was a flash; a round hurtled out from
between the trees. At a low velocity the shell impacted the side of a tank
further up the road. An explosion rocked the vehicle and the side armor
collapsed under the violence, scattering chunks of track and sheared bits of
metal and leaving a monstrous hole.


Enemy
soldiers looked over their shoulders in stunned surprise. Another shot
followed soon after, this one hitting near a tank to no effect; and this worked
up into a slow volley, a round coming every five or six seconds from the hill
and falling on the field somewhere.


Jasim
laughed so loudly Leander could hear it. He raised his pistol and fought on.


Leander
quickly adjusted his aim, swinging his weapon around, sidling desperately
atop the toilet to position himself for a better shot. He aimed for the
remaining Norgler shooter, pulled the trigger and sent his trigger arm flying
off at the shoulder. Screams, blood; the man fell back. Leander breathed
deep, and swung his scope around again, laying the target lines etched into the
glass over several men, scanning around the battlefield as the shells crashed.
If he could just take out the machine guns in the ensuing chaos then--


There was
fire, too much. No amount of haste would allow one sniper to save a man
from the fate that Corporal Jasim had chosen for himself. Despite the
crashing of the shells around their positions the Panzergrenadiers swung back
into the fight. They charged through wildly rising plumes of artillery fire
with a sudden fury. In the instant after his last kill Leander saw
the field come alive with the sawing noises of several Norgler machine guns. A
great volley of angry green tracer fire sprouting from beneath the flowers,
from behind half-tracks, from the bodies of the remaining tanks, from seemingly
every gun.


Like
locusts the bullets seemed to swarm over every part of the man they could.


Corporal
Jasim fell to his knees and then buckled forward as if in prayer, taking
seemingly hundreds of rounds in a moment. His body remained in that position.


As if he
was nothing, men coming in from the ground ran past him and started shooting at
the window. Leander had been spotted! He heard the rounds striking concrete
around him.


He pulled
back from his gun and looked out over the field at the enemy tanks.


One tank
with a purple stripe on its body was turning its turret toward him.


Quickly he
picked up his BKV and fled from the bathroom, throwing the door closed behind
him. He dropped on the ground a few meters from the door and covered his head.


There was a
loud bang behind him, and the door fell off its hinges and flew on him.


"Leander!"
Someone shouted ahead. He groaned in weary reply.


Sharna
charged in from across the hall and pulled him out from under the door.
Blearily he looked over his shoulder and found the bathroom covered in smoke,
and through the smoke he saw holes everywhere, round holes, as if a hundred
steel balls had gone through the windowsill, the toilet, the walls and the
shelves, it was all in pieces.


"Leander,
are you hurt? Are you alright? Did the shrapnel hit you?"


Leander
looked her in the eyes with sudden urgency.


"Jasim's
dead. Get the door. I'm ok." He said weakly, reaching for his BKV.


 


 53-AG-30 Dbagbo
-- Upper Benghu Meadows


"Six
klicks back, they're going hot I think."


"Doesn't
matter. We keep going. Take that position."


"Spread
out?"


"Spread
out, we don't want to get caught all at once."


"We
moving up?"


"We're
moving up. Keep AP ready. Cap says there's cans out still."


"You
guys hearing this shit?"


"It's
a mess on the radio. They're in the shit back there."


"In
the shit."


"That's
back there. We might not see any here."


"Kinda
want to turn around and help. Shit sounds bad Sarge."


"We
got our mission. Take it, Benghu folds. Trust the guys back there."


Two 3-tank
Platoons once following the Panzergrenadiers had now gotten well ahead of them.
They ran along the fields of Benghu, having put Chanda behind them. At their
right flank there was only green tangle, and far to the left there was the
dense, wooded hills that cut Benghu's meadows into two. They kept a distance of
thirty meters between each Platoon, and ten meters between each of the tanks,
providing space to maneuver.


"They
got Skoniec and his guys back there; it'll be okay."


"Skoniec's
a weird em-effer, I'm not convinced."


"You
shut the fuck up. He landed a kill on a command tank from a klick away. What
have you done lately Corporal? Sit your ass down in your cupola and eyes
forward."


"Jeez!
Sorry Sarge. Didn't mean to--"


Over the
sound of the engine he heard a blast. Smoke blew into the periscope's field of
vision from the far side. Sarge lifted himself up to his own cupola and looked
through his vision slits, and found the Corporal's M5 shrouded in smoke, its
turret blown open like a can. Smoke came out of the hatches and tongues of
flame played over the engine.


Nobody had
survived inside there. That was not a
shot from an Ayvartan 45-mil AT.


"Contact!
Contact!" Sarge shouted. His helmet mic broadcast everything to the other
tanks. "Six o' clock! Turn to face it and look for flashes, that's a
fuckin' tank round."


The M5s
stopped moving and turned their tanks around to face the new threat.


Before them
along their new direction there was only the implacable wood.


"Can't
see anything. Woods are almost two klicks out Sarge."


Sarge kept
his eyes down his sight.


He saw the
muzzle flash and he heard the blast again much closer.


He knew
where the enemy tank was. And there was only one.


But it was
powerful.


At his
flank another M5 was penetrated right through the driver's hatch.


"Shit!
Shit!"


"Calm
the fuck down!" Sarge shouted. "Everyone alive move now!"


Four
remaining M5s rushed toward the wood at full speed.


Soon as they
started moving they left a third tank behind. Like a red spear the shell
punched through the gun mantlet and flew out the counterweight in the back.


It wasn't
two klicks out. The wood was 1.2 klick when they started -- then 1.0.


"Load
AP and fire!" Sarge shouted.


Three
shells sped over the meadow and into the inscrutable face of the wood.


In
retaliation the wood returned a much larger shell and smashed apart the entire
track from one his remaining tanks, leaving it stranded in the middle of the
meadow.


"We're
bailin' out!"


"The
fuck you are! Stay in that tank and cover--"


A second
shot from the wood made up for the first. Through the upper turret front on the
stranded tank the shell penetrated, and sent the commander flying out of his
cupola.


Sarge hadn't
seen it, but it was all his remaining tank was talking about on radio.


"Stay
focused! Open fire! Open--"


Conviction
did not harden steel. Again through the hull front a hit was scored.


Sarge and
his tank went up in smoke.


Alone, the
remaining tank swerved away and attempted to speed down the road.


From inside
the wood, the Raktapata gave chase.










"She
got a surprise attack. It won't happen again now." Chief Ravan said.


Outside the
workshop the Sharabha command-variant half-track was parked, its ramp open.
Captain Rajagopal was seated in the back, surrounded by radio equipment. She
had a constant line of communication to the Raktapata. Chief Ravan paced around
the interior of the workshop, one hand behind her back and another at her lips
where she could nibble on the flesh of her thumb nervously. She almost wore a
little circle on the floor.


"Why
don't we offer a little more help then to secure her chances?" said the
Captain.


"How
do you figure?" Chief Ravan wearily asked.


Captain
Rajagopal leaned out of the half-track and pointed at the remaining large
object on the far left side of the workshop, wedged into a corner and covered
in a green tarp.


"We
could sortie the Mandeha behind her for support." Captain Rajagopal said.


"With
what crew?" Chief Ravan said. "It's a very unwieldy vehicle."


"I've
got people in mind." Captain Rajagopal said. "Prepare the
Mandeha."


"You're
pushing my anxiety to its breaking point with this." Chief Ravan said.


Captain
Rajagopal smiled gently. "Consider it a scientific test, for our very
lives."























31. The Benghu Tank War III


 


53rd of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


Dbagbo Dominance -- Southeast of
Shebelle


As the compartment
rocked around her Schicksal covered her mouth and held her stomach, as if
applying pressure might soothe what ailed it. She felt something hot and
terrible rise in her throat, and a sharp throbbing in her head suddenly
coincided with it. Everything in the tank seemed to slant, the crew held at an
angle as the Befehlspanzer's right track hit and subsequently climbed over
something in the pond. She bent forward, her forehead coming to rest against
the cold steel of the radio box before her.


"Open your
hatch and be more careful!" Dreschner grunted over the radio.


Ahead of
her the driver opened the front hatch, letting in a little more light into the
gloomy confines. She was seated just a few centimeters higher elevated than the
driver and she could see right into the driving compartment from the radio
operator's seat. Were it not for her hazy vision she would have been able to
see outside through the front hatch.


Instead she
saw the silhouette of the driver, his hands expertly working the sticks, maneuvering
the M4 Befehlspanzer off the rocks (presumably) and back into the water (she
supposed) as they advanced through what was on her map a low-lying meadow
surrounded by little wooded hills. This route was chosen on the assumption it
could provide some measure of cover from the hostilities in Shebelle while
they made their way to the 8th Panzer Division's new Forward Operating
Base southeast of the besieged city.


However due
to the storm it had become a series of broad pools each over a meter deep, hiding
rocky and jagged terrain. Schicksal could not have anticipated just what the
grasses and flowers of Dbagbo had grown to cover over time, and what the water
now covered.


She rubbed
her forehead while the tank rattled, creeping forward, treading water. Everything
shook when the tank climbed over a rock or rose and fell with the terrain below
the surface. With every bump she felt gas and fluid dancing violently in her
body.


"General,
permission to take another seltzer." Schicksal whimpered into the radio.


Dreschner
sighed into the radio. "Do whatever you need before we reach the
FOB."


Immediately,
Schicksal reached into her bag and seized a small carton of water. She peeled
open the hole atop the waterproof cardboard, and from her breast pocket,
produced a white pill, which she forced into the container. She covered the
hole with her hand, shook the carton, and desperately tipped the contents into
her mouth. It was hot and nasty; the bubbles and fizz made her throat feel raw.
But as it went down it offered something of a relief for her nausea. One bad
sensation seemed to overpower the other.


"Siren,
this is Donkey-2, we just busted a leg back here, please advice, over."


Schicksal
pressed her headphones to her ears and adjusted the microphone. Donkey was one
of the trucks bringing in equipment to the FOB from Silb, following about a
kilometer back from the Befelhspanzer and its own distant escort tanks. Trying
not to sound too tired, she responded, "Donkey-2, this is Siren, what are
you carrying, over?"


"Twenty-five
heads, over." Donkey-2's radio operator responded quickly. "We've got
hands on, but the weather's not nice for this kind of work. Might take a while,
over."


Donkey-2
had blown something serious in a wheel and would need to repair their truck,
which was carrying twenty-five infantrymen to help guard the FOB. This
personnel was not essential. Schicksal told them to take their time and do what
they could, and she did not trouble Dreschner with the details. They would
catch up when they could. As long as the fuel and ammo trucks were making
progress then everything was on schedule.


She
breathed in deep. Her head hurt, but she was at least on the ball with her
work.


"Head
for that slope ahead, and get us out of this mire." Dreschner demanded.


Acknowledging,
the driver pushed his left stick forward and his right back, turning the
Befehlspanzer away from the rest of the pond and toward a nearby slope onto one
of the surrounding hills. Once out of the muck, the ride went surprisingly
smooth. Schicksal almost nodded off as they climbed the hilltops, up and down
every few minutes. But she had to coordinate their maneuvers with those of
their escorts, so she kept busy relaying to the tanks at their flanks, 500
meters or so apart, where they had to be going now.


Past the
hills and the ponds the Befelhspanzer and its escorts hit an old wheelbarrow
path that had been subsumed by the surrounding woodland over time. Here they
rejoined a convoy of ten supply trucks, and together this column advanced to
the gathering of half-tracks a few kilometers ahead. Covered in or acting
as support pillars to camouflage nets and tents, these
vehicles represented the 8th Panzer Divison's FOB.


"How
soon will the entire division have relocated along this path?" Dreschner
asked.


"We
should be packed between here and Benghu before sundown." Schicksal said.


"Good.
Keep tabs on the infantry divisions in Shebelle. I'm going out." He
replied.


Overhead
Dreschner pushed up and out of his commander's cupola, briefly allowing the
torrent into the vehicle. She felt him stepping over the turret and then the
body of the tank as he climbed down. When the driver cut the engine, everything
went eerily silent and still. One really felt the absence of the tank's
vibrations and the rattling motor.


"Need
anything, Miss Schicksal?" asked the driver, pushing open his hatch.


"I'm
quite alright Bose." Schicksal wearily replied. She did not even try to
smile.


"Alright.
I'm steppin' out for a smoke." Bose said. He tipped his hat
and climbed out.


Schicksal
bristled a little at the mention of a smoke. She sure could use a cigarette;
but not only had she smoked her whole ration already, she did not want another
source of suggestive sensations when she was already drunk and feeling
intermittently very sick. Mustering commendable willpower, she withdrew a pack
of dry biscuit, set them on the radio mount and crunched on them bit by bit
while monitoring the infantry signals.


When
Dreschner returned, he banged on the cupola of the tank, which meant that
Schicksal had to climb out. Leaving behind her biscuit crumbs, she climbed onto
the fake gunner's seat, over onto Dreschner's and then up and out of the tank.
To her surprise, Dreschner was shielding the aperture by holding a raincoat
over it to keep her from the rain.


"We've
got the war room tent ready. Let us relocate there." Dreschner said.


He draped
the raincoat over her, and together they dropped down from the tank and rushed
across the muddy woodland to a large green tent set between two trees.


Inside a map
had been laid over a plain folding table. There was a radio set along the wall,
and a stack of ration boxes in a basket in the middle of the room. Drum cans of
fuel oil and boxes of spare parts rounded out the disheveled, impromptu look of
the gloomy tent, which was lit only by a hanging electric lamp powered by a
thick lead acid battery.


There were
a few orderlies, some logistics personnel, and an engineer present in the tent,
though the engineer was only searching through the spare parts at the moment.


"Alright
Schicksal," Dreschner handed her a marker pen, "what is the
situation?"


He looked
down at the map. Schicksal slowly approached the table. She shut her eyes hard
as if it would clear the colors floating around the lamp-light and the soft
blur at the edges of her vision. It didn't. She stretched out her hand and
slashed around the edge of Shebelle, three sloppy lines, not quite the right
size nor quite as apart as they should be. But she wasn't an artist. She then
drew a circle around the town of Benghu.


"Alright,
umm, so, as of 1300 hours," Schicksal said. She stopped and caught a
breath. "Let's see here, ok. The 17th Grenadier Division and the
12th Jager Division, with the 16th Grenadier Division behind them, have been
fiercely fighting through the defenses around Shebelle. They have penetrated
the visible defensive lines stretching from the jumping-off point of the attack
up to the outlying habitations of Shebelle. Their closest units at the moment
can be considered to be engaged inside the city proper."


"Considered
to?" Dreschner asked, looking down at the map. An orderly gave her
a few aerial photographs of Shebelle, and Schicksal pulled one closer and
over the map. Her movements were very sluggish and deliberate but her words
came to her quick enough.


"It's
a little complicated. Let me explain." Schicksal paused, showing him
the photo.


She
collected her thoughts, and with Dreschner pulling closer, began to explain.


"Shebelle
is built in three echelons of habitation. Its outskirts are small hamlets with
very low population density, wide roads without streets, buildings spread
apart; these hamlets lead to the concrete streets and gravel roads we would
associate with a city further in, but the density is still relatively
controlled; and from there Shebelle expands to a much denser urban core.
Shebelle University forms much of this center. Its campus housing, school
buildings, and other facilities, are arrayed around a small central
plaza."


Dreschner
picked up the photographs and examined them, rubbing his chin.


"I
take it the infantry is still fighting over the sheep houses at the edge
of the city."


"Worse.
Apparently the Ayvartans threaded an entire additional defensive line of slit
trenches and camouflaged guns all through the hamlets. Those men who have made
it into a sheep house and cleared it are the lucky ones." Schicksal said.
She put down a photograph and raised her hand to her temple to nurse a deep
throbbing at the site.


"How
are the infantry doing on casualties? And the guns that we lent them?"


"The
17th Grenadier's 25th Grenadier Regiment is basically gone, apart from the men
who have made it past and are dug in around various points of the Ayvartan
defense."


"How
many of our M3s did they take with them? Do you know?" Dreschner pressed.


"Several have
been abandoned that could potentially be recovered and repaired after the
fighting dies down; but right now there's about 5 M3s operational in the
battle."


Dreschner
shook his head. "That's a far worse loss than I anticipated. We will have
to beat some more discipline into the heads of these crews." He crossed
his arms, looking disgusted. "Abandoned vehicles! Take a little anti-tank
fire and suddenly the world's ending."


Schicksal
nodded wearily. Her eyes were starting to shut periodically. She felt the food
and drink sitting like stones in her stomach. It made her heavy to herself,
bloated and tired. She fidgeted with things, photographs, the markers, her own hair, for something to do to keep active and awake.
She was surprised that she even remembered all the information that she had
collected over the radio -- and that she hadn't fallen asleep back then. Before speaking
she had to spend some time collecting her words, going over what to say.


"To
complicate matters, our breakthroughs are not definitive. All of the parts of
the Ayvartan line we have not broken through specifically are still shooting.
It's difficult for me to illustrate, but if I had to draw our penetration of
the Ayvartan lines I would probably be drawing something like a radio frequency,
more than a coherent front line. Some men are in the first line, some in the
second, some in Shebelle. It's gotten exceedingly
messy."


"Are
any Ayvartan divisions breaking off from the city assault?" Dreschner
asked.


Schicksal
shook her head, more to clear it than to gesture. "Not that we've
seen."


Dreschner
smiled and clapped his hands together once, threading his fingers together.


"Good!
Then the infantry is doing its job. They have eight other Regiments to throw at
the city, losing one isn't a setback right now. Is Reiniger almost ready to
break off?"


"Noel
is requesting his presence in Benghu, but he has met unexpected defensive belts
in seemingly random places between Shebelle and Benghu, and is being held
up."


"Impress
upon him the need for haste." Dreschner said. "He needs to break off
from Shebelle and press the attack on Benghu before night, or we'll lose
initiative."


"I
will let him know sir." Schicksal said. She was sure he knew well enough
already.


"Now
that Shebelle is engaged, the Ayvartans will hunker down in there to
contain potential breakthroughs. They do not have the capability to handle
multiple thrusts and form mobile defenses." Dreschner said. He sounded
almost triumphant now.


Schicksal
would have told him not to speculate that much on any
"capabilities" the Ayvartans might or might not have, but she was too
tired to argue. She nodded.


"How
are Noel and Spoor? Have they broken through to the train station yet?"


Dreschner seemed
to jump from one thought to another very quickly. His mind must have been
racing, performing whatever arcane mathematics Generals did in their heads.


Schicksal
sighed audibly and rubbed her head again. "That part is complicated."


 


Dbagbo Dominance -- Chanda
General School


"Can't
talk, gotta run!" was Noel's reply when Schicksal first contacted
him.


Events
unfolding around him demanded his full attention.


Everything
happened too quickly and everyone was in disarray.


In the
meadow foregrounding Chanda General School a grievous confusion unfolded. A
series of explosions along the stairways into the school had practically
destroyed a whole platoon. Both stairways leading into the school had been
blown to steep rubble, and the vehicles crossing them were turned to burning
scrap and hurled swiftly downhill.


On the
muddy slopes alongside the shattered steps dozens of men had been
swept away, deafened and bodily thrown and dazed by the violence of the
explosions nearby.


They had
little time to recover; shelling commenced soon after the detonations.


Mid-range caliber
shells crashed haphzardly over the meadow, the blasts raising columns of
mud, dirt, water and grass. Every shell was high explosive fragmentation.
Through each blast metal fragments cast hungrily out from the impact site,
seeking flesh to bite into. Men within a few meters of each sudden blast were
pushed by the force of the explosion, but it was the metal that killed,
punching through them like jagged bullets.


Once the
shells came flying many the men hurried to the foot of the gentle hill
upon which Chanda had been built and hid in the flowers and grass and around
the wrecks of the two half-tracks sent to their deaths. Though the fear of
hidden explosives was all too real Chanda's hill was the only cover they had.
Behind each scattered squadron, in the muddy, waterlogged craters left all
along the open meadow by the howitzer shells, there lay the corpses of men who
had waited too long to move. Destroyed within the minute!


There were
a dozen shots through that long minute and their accuracy was evident in the
corpses floating within the wounds carved into the grass and the flower beds.


Immediately
orders to hide were given. Spoor's car and the rest of the soft vehicles turned
around and headed sharply back to the slopes that bordered the entrance of
the meadow, hugging them for cover. This put the vehicles at about five hundred
meters distance from the nearest crater, and more importantly, out of the school's direct sight.


Noel
ordered all of the tanks to spread out along the meadow as best as they could.


Everybody
got out of harm's way with all of their might, but the shells continued to fall
regardless, striking around any target that was even partially visible from
around the school. Plumes of smoke burst up around running tanks and fleeing
staff vehicles.


As soon as
Ivan got going Noel rose out of the commander's cupola with a pair of
binoculars, his hair and back quickly drenched in the rain. He raised the
binoculars to his eyes and took in the character of the attack. It was starting
to become clear to him.


He
watched low velocity shells come soaring over the squat school buildings,
flying in from the right side, from seemingly between the visible buildings,
from over the taller, main building at the rear of the school. He could not see
the terrain, it was obscured by the buildings, but he knew there were hills
behind the school buildings that were a meter or two higher elevated than
the rest, and covered by thin columns of woodland.


There were
low-velocity howitzers back there lobbing shells into the meadow.


"Dolph!
Bartosz! Round the hills along the right side of the school! They must have a
self-propelled gun of some kind behind the trees there, judging by the shell
trajectories! And the vehicles are fast, judging by how easily they reposition.
Be very careful!"


His
underlings turned from their evasive trajectories and hurtled towards the
slopes.


Noel dropped
back inside the tank and rushed to his instruments. He looked down his
periscope and sights. Ivan continued moving around the meadow, zig-zagging and
looping around the open field to present a more difficult target for low
velocity attacks. Noel ignored the shells falling for now. Instead he focused
on the only building that he could see from the meadow -- and the only building
in turn that could see him.


"Ivan,
please power on the Mark Sixteen Spotting Torch!" Noel said.


"Yes,
Captain!" Ivan replied. "Let me just reach over here and--"


There was
no immediate effect, but Noel knew that the experimental high-powered spotlight
set into his gun mantlet was now on. Ivan controlled the power to it from his
switchbox at the driver's compartment. A silly arrangement that Noel didn't
understand, but no matter. His spotlight now invisibly active, Noel began to
work his turret pedals, rotating the turret and adjusting the gun
elevation, and in turn, the elevation of his spotlight. He knew the beam was
hitting the windows of the auxiliary school building.


Most of the
windows were shut but there were several open a crack. Standing atop the little
hill and facing the meadow it was a commanding position, at least six meters
tall with two floors and maybe fifty meters or so in length. Behind it the main
school building was bigger, with taller floors and a wider and broader
footprint. Enemy artillery could not see over, through or around these
buildings. Noel scanned each open window patiently.


Looking
through his periscope he suddenly spotted a brief glint in one of the
windows.


Noel
scowled at it. He loaded a high-explosive shell into his gun breach,
rotated his turret continuously with his pedals to adjust his aim to Ivan's
movements, and locked his elevation on the wheel. He saw the glint again and
hit his gun trigger. His 37mm fragmentation shell soared over the meadow and
smashed into the offending window.


Inside
there was a brief flash and a lot of smoke. Noel had gotten the artillery
spotter.


It was not
the sort of action he particularly enjoyed taking but it had to be done.


Now that
their eyes on the combat site had gone, the enemy's artillery fire on the
meadow grew haphazard and sporadic, and it finally abated entirely a minute
later.


"Spoor,
it's safe to come back." Noel said. He then changed the channel.
"Hi, Siren!"


 


Dbagbo Dominance -- Chanda
General School


Water had
pooled over the stones, and Elena's footsteps splashed as she ran between the
main and auxiliary buildings and followed the path out to the field. She pulled
up a rain cloak over her shoulder-length red hair, and held her submachine gun
close to her chest. Her skin was clammy and cold. Her pink lips quivered; her
whole body seemed to shake whenever she felt a drop of water land on her. This
was it; the time had again come to fight Nocht.


From the
Administration building she ran through the courtyard formed by the school's
facilities. Around her the activity of the school had died down almost
completely. Everyone was dug into their positions now. She didn't see a soul
running in the open at all. Only she was out of cover. From the face of the
main school building, where the immobile wounded had to be kept, she saw men
and women with guns hiding in every doorway, facing the stairway landing that
doubled as Chanda's open entrance.


There would
be one hell of a crossfire in that direction should any gray shirts appear.


That was
not her position to maintain, however.


Elena's
objective was much more precarious but all the more precious for it, too.


Chanda's
once evenly green playing pitch turned partially brown as the dirt beneath
the grass soaked up the copious rains. Across the field the storage building
had been reinforced with a wall of sandbags. Sandbags were even placed between
some of the trees around and behind the building, affording the inhabitants a
covered escape route in case of assault. As she neared, she saw Bonde and a
pair of men cracking open supply crates.


It took her
a few minutes to get here. She hoped to survive at least that long in the
fight.


Elena stopped
halfway into the field, looking about her surroundings with new eyes.


She was not
in that instant a medic. Her perspective had to be different.


She did
not want to admit exactly the eyes with which she now saw.


In better
times the field played host to games of kickball and to track events; the feet
trampling turf now would have a different purpose. Elena tried to gauge its
size. She thought it must have been about 200 meters long, but only around
100 wide from the top of the slope to the edge of the track, and there were
only about 20 extra meters from there to the supply depot. So they could count
on about 120 meters distance in a firefight. Just about the cutoff effective
distance for her submachine gun. There was cover only at the far edge of the
field, where there stood two sets of solid concrete bleachers that each
stretched about 30 meters long and 9 meters tall, and were maybe
ten meters apart.


These
structures would serve the enemy as his only source of hard cover.


In the
middle of the field a tank was backing up, the short, thick gun on its round,
flat-topped turret pointed down field and between the two bleachers, a likely
direction for the incoming attack. It had a fairly long body, its turret
mounted far forward of the engine block. This was a Gnoll, a light and
fast tank that was very poorly armored. It would be their only source
cover or fire support against the enemies trying to overrun the field. The
Gnoll backed up near the supply shed, leaving some distance between in
case it exploded.


Once it had
taken its position as a metal wall before them the Gnoll cut its engines.


Elena made
her way closer and met Bonde and the two other men behind the tank. Bonde was
his usual self, tall and black-skinned. Hair was starting to grow back on his
shaved head and there was considerable stubble around his mouth as well. He
didn't have a helmet. Nobody in Chanda seemed to have a helmet, not her, not
Leander, and certainly not Bonde. Elena had not seen much of her old
once-shaven friend -- he had been working in the supply depot
alongside Sharna since the disbandment of Lion's rifle divisions.


Meanwhile
Elena had been given a chance to pursue her original desires.


She had
urged Leander along, perhaps selfishly. Now they were all back in this
mess.


"It's
good to see you." Bonde said, swiftly stretching his hand and shaking
Elena's.


"Happy
to meet too." Elena said. "Are you in command? Who are these
two?"


"Hamad,"
Bonde pointed to one man, "and Jaid," he pointed to the other.


Elena shook
hands with both of them. They were armed with long rifles, and their clothing,
beneath their cloaks, had camouflage patterns. They were recon scouts.


"So
you are calling the shots or is there a Sergeant somewhere I don't see?"


"I'm
in command." Bonde said, sounding a little demure about it.


"Congratulations!"
Elena said, jokingly patting him on the shoulder.


"Captain
Agrawal put me up to it since I, well, I have experience now." Bonde said.


He gave a
modest little shrug to punctuate his words. Elena shrugged comically back.


Hamad and
Jaid bowed their heads respectfully and shook hands with Elena.


"Rhino's
recon troops have never seen a battle." Hamad said. "We appreciate
your experience. We know that you Lion guys survived a tremendous fight in
Knyskna."


"Yes--
we did something like that." Elena said, smiling. She smiled for the two
men. They were older than her. She felt like a child trying to comfort the
adults around her. But in war age did not seem to determine who was the child
or the adult. It was a strange world.


Bonde then
raised a firm hand to her shoulder and nodded his head once to her.


"We'll
get through it here just like back there." He said. He offered her a smile
and turned to face the men and to reassure them of the same. They stood in
attention and nodded back.


"We'll
get through." Elena said simply, gripping with her own hand on
Bonde's shoulder.


She was
very frightened; indeed she felt a fear here, under the thrashing rain of Dbagbo, that she did not feel in the rubble of Knyskna. She
was anxious in Knyskna, but she was prepared then. Everyone had prepared her to
die. There was a path to follow and the promises of others to count upon. She
had lived back there; now she had to survive this with no time to prepare at
all and nobody like Sgt. Bahir to reassure her.


She
supposed to these two men she and Bonde must have looked like a Sgt. Bahir.


Impressive;
almost mythical; people who looked right at the flying bullets and lived.


She
supposed that was what she had done. It was in any case what she had to
do now.


"How
is Leander doing?" Bonde asked. "Is he still going to be the forward
sniper?"


Elena
nodded her head. "He should be getting ready now. We set up all the
explosives. He looked shaken up to me. He tries to hide it but I can tell he's
really anxious."


"Has that
ever actually stopped him before?" Bonde said, cocking a grin.


"No, I
suppose it hasn't." She replied. But she was still worried about him. It
worried her all the more that he hid it and repressed it now whenever he felt
bad. To her, this round of acting tough was just a sign that things were worse
than when he was being honest.


"And Sharna's
with him, so he won't have a moment's peace to think anything dire."


Elena
chuckled. At least someone was seeing the brighter side of things here.


She dropped
her bag beside the tank and started filling her pouches with magazines. They
had none of the sixty round drums at Chanda -- it was all thirty-round
magazines for their Rashas. At least the Rasha was automatic. Bundu rifles
would've been a bleak sight.


While
everyone was loading up on ammunition there was clanging of metal nearby.


In front of
them opened one of the tank's upper hatches, and an umbrella rose from inside
the tank and spread to block the rain. Someone then climbed out of the
turret.


"Salam,
comrades! I drive and shoot this old girl! Hope you find the rear
hull spacious!"


Bonde and
Elena turned to greet the tanker. Meanwhile she dropped onto the back of
the tank, knelt and stretched out her free hand to each of them, shaking them
up quite a bit with her strong, vigorous grip. Of her group she was perhaps the
youngest that Elena had yet seen -- though perhaps still older than her. She
was a golden-brown skinned woman, dark-eyed and round faced with a soft
nose, fairly tall and fairly fit in appearance.


Curiously
she was not fitted with the typical tanker's helmet, but instead
wore a smooth amber-colored cloth garment covering her
neck, head and ears. This garment covered all of her hair, so that
they could not see its length, or discern its color or style. Owing to its
length, it was wrapped around her neck and shoulders like a scarf too.


"Pleased
to meet you, comrades. Corporal Arsala Mattar." She said with a smile.


"Elena
North," in the midst of her introduction she paused, for she was about to
say 'medic' but the thought of saying 'machine gunner' also came to her.
Stunted by this sudden conflict she instead said nothing. Bonde introduced
himself as squad
leader.


Mattar turned
to face Bonde, and pointed down at his side, where he and his men had amassed a
few boxes of submachine gun ammo. "You got anything bigger than
that?"


Bonde took
up his submachine gun and showed it to her, shaking his head.


"I'm
afraid not. Nothing bigger than a Rasha around
here; except for the pet sniper rifles two of my friends decided to keep from
our time at Knyskna. And I guess, your tanks."


Corporal
Mattar sat back on her tank. Rain trickled down the sides of her umbrella and
fell over the engine block, sliding all the way down the sides of the armor in
thin rivulets.


"I've
got an old snub-nose 75mm howitzer, and two Danava machine guns in there."


Bonde
nodded. Elena had noticed the curious length of the gun as she approached.


"Keep
watch on those bleachers ahead. They'll be using those heavily."
Bonde said.


"It's
as good as done, comrade." Corporal Mattar said. "You keep those
anti-tank snipers off me. I won't have the benefit of the trees like my
comrades in the hills."


"We'll
try our best Corporal. Thank you for coming to our aid." Bonde said.


Corporal
Mattar smiled. She climbed back up on her tank, leaned inside, and withdrew a
package. She cast the package down and Bonde barely managed to catch it in the
air.


Inside were
two pairs of earpieces, trailing cables, and each with pair of earphones and a
throat microphone. Each set of earpieces was connected to a radio the size
of a lunchbox that was clipped on one's back by three belts. They would affix
the sets, and connect the earpieces to the boxes, threading the wires through
their clothing.


"We
stripped some of my crew to fight as infantry. You can talk to me through
those."


Bonde
handed one of the sets to Elena. She quickly adjusted the plastic
headband over her hair, clipped the headphones over her ears and affixed the
throat microphone. She clipped the box just over her back pouches. It was
suspended like a strong harness.


"Can
you hear me?" Corporal Mattar whispered. But Elena heard her perfectly.


Elena nodded
her head. "Yes ma'am. I love your scarf, by the way." She added.


"Thank
you. It is called a Khimar, a sign of my faith." Corporal Mattar
said.


"Seems
a colorful faith." Elena said. She supposed the Corporal had her
headphones and microphone under the khimar. It must have been thinner cloth
than it seemed.


"The Diyam are uncommon here,
our homeland being Mankara. But we serve."


Their
conversation was cut off by a terrible scream coming from the supply
building.


Everyone
turned around suddenly; Elena scarcely caught the blur of movement.


Behind them
the door slammed open and someone stormed right out; a woman. From inside
the supply depot building the children and remaining teachers watched
helplessly as she fled the scene, some reaching out as though their hands might
call the running woman back to her senses and to safety. Just as she got
past the door a man gave chase, but he tripped in the mud and took a tremendous
dive into the grass. Even as he fell he called out to her, and he crawled,
shouting, throwing around mud with his hands as if trying to swim to her.


In the few
seconds it took for the scene to unfold Bonde, Mattar and the infantrymen were
stunned. Elena took a few sudden, futile bounds, but it was too late. She
barely made it a few meters before she realized the woman was running like a
devil and would not be caught.


She also
recognized her -- Balarayu, from a few days ago, that delicate-looking lady
in the grass with the short wavy brown hair and the long dress and a big smile
for the children. Elena thought she caught a flash of her anguished face as she
thundered past.


Instead of
chasing her Elena ran back to the fallen man and tried to help him from the
mud. He was tall and heavy for her; Bonde rushed to her side to help, and with
each of them heaving the man up over their shoulders they raised him up, but
they quickly found that the man could not stand of his own volition. Elena
looked down at his foot.


"What's
your name?" She asked, taking a knee beside him.


"Darshan,"
replied the man, his voice low and strained, "I'm-- I'm a teacher."


"You
can't stand on that foot, can't you? Does it hurt?"


"I
think I twisted it when I rushed out." whimpered the man, gritting his
teeth.


Elena
gingerly lifted his pants leg and felt around inside of his socks and shoes.


When she
turned his foot, Darshan winced and protested. It was definitely injured.


She looked
up at Bonde, incensed. "We're supposed to keep these people
safe!"


Bonde
raised one of his hands in a helpless shrug, holding up Darshan while Elena
checked on him. He sighed. "I told them to lock themselves up inside there
and not to leave. They clearly didn't listen." He looked over his shoulder
and into the supply depot.


"I
tried to stop her, I told her that I should be the one to go,"
Darshan interjected.


"Neither
of you should have gone anywhere!" Elena shouted. "Where is she off
to?"


"The--"
he was choked up, and his words came slow, "the Auxiliary building. A
child; we're missing a child back here. I don't know how it happened. She's
always so careful--"


Elena
looked across the field in alarm. Any child left behind in the school
facilities was in terrible danger. They would be concentrating their firepower
there, not on this wide open field. Everything here was laid bare. But the
campus buildings were a strongpoint.


There was
nothing she could do. She could not vacate her position, not right now. She
stood up from the ground and took Darshan over her shoulder again to help Bonde
move him.


"Listen,
we're taking you back inside. Our army comrades in the school buildings will
take care of everything. We can't all take off running after her right
now, any minute--"


Elena cut
herself off and she raised her head to look toward the bleachers.


"You
hear it too?" Bonde said. He was casting eyes all around the field.


Elena
nodded her head, mouth hanging a little open. She stared beyond the slope.


There was
a rhythmic clattering in the air that was not the rain, nor
the resting Gnoll.


It was
an engine struggling; and tracks scraping.


It was a
mechanical sound, growing louder as something made its way nearer.


"Over
there, I see it!" Darshan shouted.


There was a
glint as lightning flashed overhead.


Between the
bleachers Elena spotted the nose of an enemy carrier.


And with it
she spotted the first grey helmets working their way up the slope.


"Brace
yourselves!" Bonde shouted. "Private Kasan must be--"


At once the
plastic explosive "bricks" layered along the stairway were detonated.


A geyser of
flames and smoke rose from under the vehicle and the force of the
blast cast the machine violently into the air, flipping it end over end.
Its compliment of men were hurled every which way. Every foot soldier
accompanying the vehicle seemed to slide down and out of view, while the
burning husk of the half-track hit the ground and rolled downhill. After
the impressive blast a series of ephemeral red and yellow wisps danced near the
edge of the slope and were rapidly reduced to tiny tongues of smoke by the
falling rains.


All the way
across the school from them a similar scene played out. Black smoke trailed
skyward until Elena could see it from her vantage, rising from
behind the Auxiliary building.


Enraptured
by the color and violence, Elena and Bonde stood in place, each holding
Darshan. They exchanged glances. Together they started toward the safety of the
tank.


"Darshan,
stay put. Don't move a millimeter in any direction!" Bonde ordered.


They laid
him back down behind the tank's engine compartment and stood, aiming
their weapons over the sides of the vehicle. The tank was just tall enough
to cover them up to the shoulders and wide enough for all five of them.
Corporal Mattar saluted and climbed her turret and dropped back inside. Her
Gnoll's engine growled and the hull began to vibrate, transferring its
energy from the steel to their own bodies and shaking them all.


Elena
stared through the iron sights of her Rasha. There was a metal block in the
back with high sides and a thin strip in the middle, and near the front of
the barrel there was a metal ring. Elena had been told aligning the two meant
it would be a good shot. She didn't know for certain. Most of her combat
experienced had been hosing down troops in tight quarters with a light machine
gun, or shooting haphazardly from the shoulder.


She aligned
the sights over the center of the concrete bleachers and spotted a
runner.


His green
uniform quickly placed him as theirs; Elena shifted her aim around him.


"It's
Private Kasan." Bonde said. "He was in charge of the bombs. Cover
him!"


Elena
nodded her head slightly. She raised her eyes off the sights.


There was a
look of anguish on Private Kasan's face that she had not noticed while he was
ringed by the metal of her sights; and several splashes of water around his
feet.


From the
edge of the slope rose the grey helmets again, three men firing their rifles as
soon as they got any amount of clearance over the little hill, then
bounding up.


Bullets
struck the mud and water around Private Kasan as he scrambled forward.


More men
then appeared, until there was a full squadron taking the top of the hill.


Elena held
her breath and pressed the trigger. She hardly felt the weapon move. There was
a second's worth of tapping noise and a flash from the flared sides of the
barrel. Pressing and depressing the trigger she released several bursts of
three rounds. Bonde and their two recon infantry comrades joined, firing
several bursts over and around the tank.


In an
instant one of the men pursuing Kasan fell to his knees and then into the
mud.


It had
taken a dozen bullets to finally score a hit on him, but he was dead.


Elena let
go of that breath. She was in the moment again. Like back in Knyskna, where her
vision tunneled and she saw the world through the sights of her Danava machine
gun. Her body tensed and her awareness was different. This was a different
world indeed.


She blinked
as a rifle bullet hit the ground near her, and quickly resumed shooting.


Several of
the remaining grey coats knelt amid the bullets. A number of rifles
discharged at once; a bullet grazed Kasan in the arm. He nearly slipped on the
muddy ground, but maintained his balance, clutched his wound and between the
bursts of friendly gunfire he made it to the side of the tank. He rushed around
the back, and took a knee behind Darshan.


"We
got almost twenty of them with the bombs!" Kasan shouted.


Bonde
patted him in the back. "Good job! Stay there, nurse your wound."


Elena
looked over her sights again. Her enemy was over a hundred meters away and
difficult to make out in the rain. She registered only a gray raincoat over a
gray combat coat topped with the distinctive Nochtish metal helmet and
carrying a long wooden rifle.


At her
side, Bonde raised one of his hands to his throat microphone.


"Open
up on them with the machine guns!" He shouted.


At his
command the Gnoll turned its turret. Machine guns set into its gun mantlet and
the front of its body discharged several dozen bullets in seconds. Slow but
determined automatic fire raked the enemy squadron ahead of them on
the field. Every third round seemed to be a tracer, so for every few seconds
Elena saw a dozen red lances flying out.


Though the
men tried to disperse, the gunfire was difficult to avoid. One gun fired
dead ahead, and low to the ground -- the other was higher up on the turret and
more mobile.


Against the
tide of fire the enemy broke up and fled, but they left a man behind it seemed
with every few meters they moved. At the top of the ruined stairway a man in
the dead center of the formation was riddled with bullets; two more were
clipped in the legs and then stricken in the torso mid-fall, dying before they
hit the mud. Corporal Mattar turned her turret to follow four
men while the gun on the Gnoll's body fired on the other five or six as
best as it could. Though the gunfire trailed close behind them several men
managed to escape and they hid behind the concrete frames of the bleachers.


From their
new positions, they peeked around the corners of the bleachers, raised
their guns and fired, snapping their rifles into and out of position with
incredible ease. Their movements were as if choreographed -- helmets and
shoulders leaned out, rifles rose, and almost exactly as bullets were cast down
field the men vanished once more.


Elena
crouched behind the tank, and from a kneeling position she returned fire with
her submachine gun, firing short bursts at a time before ducking behind the
track guards.


In hiding,
she saw Darshan covering his head behind the tank, and patted his shoulder.


"You'll
be okay!" She said. He gave no response. It was like speaking to
herself.


"How
many have we got left down there?" Bonde said.


"There's
at least a dozen." Corporal Mattar replied. She was incorrect.


Soon more
company began to arrive. In groups of two and three the men took the top of the
slope and advanced. The enemy now ignored the open terrain between the
bleachers and made directly for the concrete, huddling behind the frame.
Elena saw only their briefest appearance at the edge of the hill before they
ducked a few token tracers from the tank and joined the rest of their men. Her
own fire bit into the concrete without effect.


Bullets
were exchanged almost as a formality. Rifle shots from the edge of the
field bounced harmlessly off the flanks or the front of the tank, unable to
zero in on the shooters from such a direct angle; while submachine gun fire
harmlessly pummeled the concrete bleachers. Each position shot and ducked in
turn too quickly for the other to hit.


They were
building up strength; and Elena and her comrades could not do the same.


"These
are Panzergrenadiers."
Corporal Mattar said over the radio. "I learned about them in tank school
a year ago. They are Nocht's most highly trained troops. Infantry that has been
specially trained to support tanks by killing anti-tank hotspots in the
way."


"If
the best they can do is avoid running in the open, I'm unimpressed." Bonde
said.


"Besides
which we're barely an anti-infantry hotspot." Elena laughed
morbidly.


"Put
that 75mm to good use, Corporal. Shoot just off the side of the seats on the
left."


"Acknowledged!"


Corporal
Mattar turned her turret. There was a sharp, quick rumbling and the vehicle
shook as the howitzer unloaded a round. Elena could not discern where the shell
impacted exactly -- despite being a "low velocity" attack, at
such close distances it was impossible to discern its trail. In the span of a
second a cloud of smoke tinged with short-lived fire blossomed from the side of
the left bleachers, casting concrete into the air and obscuring the enemy.


"There
it goes. Hopefully the fragmentation got some of them." Bonde said.


Elena took
this opportunity to load a fresh magazine. It had only been a few minutes since
the attack began, and it was an attack that could potentially last for hours.


"How
much ammunition do we even have?" Elena asked. This would go
unanswered.


Before the
smoke had even cleared a hellish sawing noise sounded from afar.


A hail of
gunfire bounced around the top and sides of the tank and crept forward. Green
tracer rounds fell over them like a cloud of hornets, crashing into the mud and
steel, flashing past their position, raising dozens of miniature geysers
in the puddles.


Darshan
cried out and covered his ears. Bullets started to hit dirt past their cover!


Elena felt
several large rounds zipping past her ear like buzzing hornets and
she ducked her head reflexively. She hid behind the tank and pressed her legs
against her chest to hide from the relentless gunfire. All around her lead hit
metal and mud kicked up and spent, red-hot lead bounced over her, ricocheting
from the tank. She saw the green tracer flashes reflected on the puddle and it
felt like a sky full of fireflies coming down.


Coming
down; angled none of this gunfire was direct. It was flying down at her.


"Where
the hell is that coming from?" Bonde shouted, pressed low against the
right half of the tank's rear, his submachine gun in hand. Everyone crowded
behind the tank. Both of the Gnoll's machine guns continued to cover the
central approach but to no avail.


"They
might have climbed the bleachers!" Elena said, airing a sudden fearful
thought.


She stuck
her gun out of cover and used it to point at the suspected firing position.


"Corporal
Mattar, turn your sights on the left-side bleachers, look top to bottom!"
Bonde said. He could not risk even a fraction of his skin exposed from cover,
but he nodded to Elena and seemed to trust her snap judgment. They felt the
tank's turret turning around.


"I see
them!" Corporal Mattar said. "They're at the top seats. I'll take
care of it!"


The Gnoll's
turret shifted left, and the gun elevated. Everything shook -- Elena was close
to the tank and the violence of its shot went right through her. She heard the
explosion and saw the smoke trailing up. No more sawing noise; Elena peeked her
head over the side of the track guard and saw a bloody crater punched into the
top seats. With the smoke from before fully cleared she also spotted a dead man
at the side of the bleachers, and a large semi-circular and jagged wound
stricken into the concrete corner.


"Kill
confirmed!" Elena said. She turned around to point Bonde toward the right
spot.


As her eyes
scrolled toward her squad leader there was a red flash.


It was not
fire or lead but blood, splashing at her cheek.


A red
splash from beside her -- as a bullet pierced through Private
Kasan.


He gulped,
disbelieving. He looked down at himself.


A roll of
bandages he had been gripping slipped out of his hands.


He held his
stomach and knelt down, in front of Elena and Darshan.


Two more
shots splashed mud and water dangerously close.


Elena
stared for a moment in disbelief. Her submachine gun shook in her hands.


Hamad
raised his weapon and shouted, "Flankers, moving around 9 o clock!"


Bonde
realized it too. "The Norgler was a distraction! They're trying to
get around us!"


Peeking out
from cover Elena saw six or seven men moving in -- one jaw in the trap.


"I've
still got men coming out front!" Corporal Mattar said. "I can't
shoot everybody!"


"Keep
the bleachers covered Corporal, we'll handle the flanks!" Bonde said.


Hamad and
Jaid turned their guns left and fired past Elena's side of the tank. In the
distance the grey raincoats swept desperately across the edge of the
field, running in from the sides of the bleachers in a bid to
outflank the defenders. Two Panzergrenadiers would move, two behind them
would shoot, and their column took turns in this way. Hamad and Jaid fired
relentlessly at the runners. With every bound the grays exchanged rifle
fire, and the bullets struck the tank and flew overhead and made a cacophony of
tinny noises as lead struck metal. Several better-aimed shots hit just short of
flesh, having achieved an angle past the metal. Despite the defender's gunfire
the enemy crept boldly closer and closer.


Short of
breath, Elena dropped down near Private Kasan. He was barely conscious -- his
breathing was irregular, hyperventilating one moment and choking up the next as
he clutched the wound. Elena laid him down and then immediately felt at a loss
for what else to do. She put her hands down on the ground and felt the cold mud
on them.


She
realized she was not a medic here. She had no tools or knowledge or guidance.
She couldn't save anyone. Private Kasan needed an air bag, an incision, stitches--


"Elena,
pick up your gun, I need help!" Bonde shouted.


Rattled out
of her confusion Elena snapped her head up; she saw something like a red spark
flying. A rifle bullet struck right next to Bonde's face, hitting the tank,
flying off and bumping the side of his head while still hot. He
ducked down reflexively, holding the wound.


"Are
you hurt?" Elena asked, reaching out shaking hands.


"It's
just hot, it's just hot harmless metal." Bonde whimpered.


There was a
disturbing, guttural noise beside them.


Private
Kasan was dead. His blood pooled with the water and mud.


Elena raised
a hand to her mouth. Her fingers twitched over her skin.


"I'm
sorry." She mouthed. She could barely say it out loud.


Bonde
reached out behind him and quickly closed Private Kasan's eyes.


He looked
up from the corpse's eyes to her own with a grave expression.


"Keep shooting.
Not for him; for them." He nodded to the supply depot.


Elena
stared down at Darshan, who nearly had his head in the mud trying to hide. He
was unresponsive, perhaps suffering a panic. She looked behind them, at the
supply depot, the door firmly closed. Rifle fire that flew past them had hit
the tin walls in places. She could see tiny holes. Any one of those holes could
have been another casualty.


She took a
deep breath. It felt like it cut coming in, her throat was so sore and hot.


Her senses
started come back. She felt the rain. Her vision opened up.


Her hands
wouldn't stop shaking, but that was the least of things on her mind.


She could
not be a medic nor a machine gunner. But she had to protect these people.


Elena
picked her submachine gun from the floor, shook it up and wiped away the mud.


She
attached a fresh magazine, pulled the bolt back, and lifted her gun over
Bonde's shoulder. With the world once again framed by the iron sights, Elena
opened fire.


Her bursts
were longer and less controlled but this was by design. She saw six men coming
in from the right, having crept out from the bleachers. Aiming ahead of them
she sent sprays of gunfire their way. Bonde quickly joined her. Each Rasha
shot faster than the Danava guns on the tank -- each burst of 3-5 rounds took
less than a second. Together Elena and Bonde hurled dozens of bullets downrange
with each trigger pull, a whole magazine in ten seconds.


Having no
tracers they could not see their bullet trajectories, but there was visible
effect.


Six
Panzergrenadiers rushed down the right flank, having worn a circumspect path to
within 60 meters of the depot. There was soon such a volume of gunfire that the
two men at the lead both seemed to run into a wall, slipping and collapsing on
the ground, stricken by stray rounds. Two men at the back of the little column
dropped to their bellies in their own defense, while the two men in the middle,
suddenly finding themselves made the lead element, took a knee, worked their
bolts and retaliated, aiming and firing.


A
projectile soared by Elena's head but it did not deter her. She loaded a fresh
magazine, aligned the sights over the two men, and resumed shooting in seconds.
Her enemy was still on the ground by then, and between bursts she spotted a
Panzergrenadier grabbing at his arm, and he knelt and dropped his gun on the
floor. With one hand he produced a pistol, and with that very hand he
fired repeatedly and desperately at tank's rear.


Under the
rain and with several dozen meters between them the shots dropped too low,
striking the metal just in front of Elena and Bonde's bodies. They awaited
their turn, loaded fresh magazines once more and then stood, ready to cast fire
at their enemy anew.


There was a
sudden rumbling; the Gnoll shook back under the force of its own gun.


A 75mm
howitzer shell crashed in the middle of the open field, kicking up a prodigious
column of mud and water. Before the smoke settled the Gnoll turned its turret.


"I'm
out of targets ahead. Engaging the flanks." Corporal Mattar said.


A second
rumbling and a metallic cry; a howitzer shell soared over the Panzergrenadiers
and smashed a lone tree on the far flung side of the field, smashing it clean
in half.


The two
Panzergrenadiers in the rear crawled forward on their bellies, raised
their hands and threw a pair of grenades, one over themselves and
another at their own men ahead.


There was
no blast, but a column of smoke. Elena braced the Rasha submachine
gun to her shoulder and fired into the cloud, uncertain of what she was hitting
or where.


With each
flash of lightning Elena thought she saw figures in the smoke, running away.


"They're
retreating! They're running back to the bleachers!" Jaid shouted, between
his own vicious bursts of gunfire. Everything happening in the right flank he
and Hamad repeated on the left. Two corpses sixty meters away bore eternal
witness to this.


"Our
friends ahead have given up on the bleachers it seems." Corporal Mattar
said.


For a
minute everyone remained in the last position their bodies had taken, guns up
and waiting for the enemy. There was smoke blowing away with the wind, and the
rain showed no signs of abating. Elena couldn't tell if she was shivering from
the cold or if her hands were still shaking with anxiety. She cast eyes at both
her flanks, and found nothing but the corpses of the men who had last tried to
run past. She raised her head over the track guards and saw the holes punched
into the bleachers by the howitzer.


"I
don't see a single soul out there. It's like they decided to go home." She
said feebly.


She didn't
hear anything but the low creaking noises issuing from the Gnoll's engine.


"We
aren't so lucky." Bonde said. He knelt down behind the tank and shook up
Darshan. "Are you alright? Are you hurt? We might be able to get you back
into the depot now."


Darshan was
on his knees, with his heads over his head. He shook up in response


"No,"
he stammered, "we can't open the door. We might endanger the
children."


"We
really cannot protect you out here." Elena said. Her rebellious eyes
wanted to glance aside and catch another glimpse of Private Kasan's body,
laying behind them all. Looking at Darshan was all she could do to keep her
mind from punishing her more.


"I'll
be fine. Please, just keep fighting. I'll stay here." Darshan said.


"We
can drop him in the tank." Corporal Mattar offered.


"Good
idea." Bonde said. He turned to Hamad and Jaid. "Help him up."


Nodding,
the two men picked Darshan and helped him onto the engine block. He raised
himself up with his own hands -- Hamad helped him lift his bad foot, while
Jaid crouched atop the engine block and lifted him by the shoulders. Once
they had him behind the turret, Corporal Mattar opened the top hatch. Elena and
Bonde each kept a close eye and a loaded gun on the surroundings as Darshan
climbed down into the turret.


"He's
got himself onto the radio operator's seat. He's fine." Corporal
Mattar said.


Hamad and
Jaid jumped back down the side of the tank. Weapons raised, they looked
back toward the bleachers in case of an enemy incursion, and crept backward.


In the next
instant something far away made an ominous sound.


No one was
looking up, and even if they were they would not have seen it coming.


Behind Hamad
and Jaid a mortar shell slammed down from the sky.


A few
meters from the tank the blast riddled the men with red-hot fragments.


Steel
bounced from the tank's armor before it could hit Elena or Bonde, but Hamad and
Jaid had no cover. They were directly in the path of hundreds of small
fragments. For a second they stood unsteadily, before their feet faltered and
they collapsed into the mud. Blood trailed from their bodies through the
puddled water, copiously spreading.


Elena's heart
skipped a beat as the next shell came whirling down.


Several
meters opposite the last projectile, a shell fell on the left side, just off of
the tank. Elena felt its power rumbling through the earth, shaking its way
through her insides.


"Artillery!"
Corporal Mattar shouted. "I'm backing up, move with me!"


Elena and
Bonde seized one of the ammunition crates, and crouched behind the tank,
walking with it as it gingerly crept back from the field. Ahead of them on the
field two shells exploded, and then a third a dozen meters from the supply
depot. Any moment now they could be crushed by a stray shell -- they were like
insects awaiting a boot.


Short of a
miracle she did not see how she would last the day. Neither medic nor machine
gunner nor defender could last through this, not as ill equipped as they were.


It had only
been perhaps thirty minutes, all of this battle, all of this death.


As they
retreated from their fallen comrades, Elena bowed her head in silence.


 


Dbagbo Dominance
-- Benghu Meadows


At the edge
of the wood Naya had lain in wait, having spotted the column from afar.
Methodically she engaged them, never revealing her position. One shell after
another she hurled across the meadow, each shredding the thin armor of the
Nochtish light tanks in her path. Retaliatory fire swept past her to no effect.
She was entrenched too well into the wall of vegetation, the vines and the
roots and the bushes of Dbagbo, to be shot accurately.


In quick
succession she scored several kills. This was nothing like firing an anti-tank
gun. With every hundred meters the tanks covered she left two wrecks behind.
She felt so much in control of the situation. Looking down her sight she
identified each enemy vehicle, gauged the distance by herself, seized a
76mm shell and readied to load it into the breech for the killing blow.
Within moments there would be a breach in the enemy armor and a smoking wreck.
This was no pokey 45mm crew-served gun. It was exhilarating.


Despite the
shaking and the smoke she almost didn't feel like she was inside a turret.
Surrounded by armor she felt subsumed into the machine's skin. Her optics were
eyes, her gun a limb manipulating the world around her. She was an organ,
a central nervous system, her arms the sinews that pumped blood through the gun
to cast fire at her foes.


It felt
like running; the good kind of running, where
she lost herself in the field.


She lost
herself in the mechanical action and she felt power coursing through her.


"Visual
on one more enemy tank, Commander." Farwah said. With the tank stationary
he acted as an extra set of eyes, staring out through the vision slit on the
front glacis.


Naya turned
to take a shell from her ammo rack, readying to shoot again.


She smacked
away the old brass, unlocked the breech and set the shell near--


"Commander
Oueddai, the enemy is turning tail." Farwah said, interrupting her.


Naya put
the shell back down and looked down her gunnery sight. She then pulled back and
used her periscope. It was true through both optics. That last tank in the
formation was scurrying away from them, past the burning wrecks of its allies.
Running at full speed the tank doubled back in the direction of Chanda,
zig-zagging over the meadow.


"Farwah,
give chase!" Naya ordered. She deposited the shell back into its
rack.


"Acknowledged."
Farwah dispassionately replied.


At once the
Raktapata's engine groaned as Farwah put power to the tracks, pulling the tank
out of the jungle and down the meadows. Once out of the thick wood they started
to pick up some speed and made it a proper chase -- though a medium tank, they
quickly breached 40 km/h even in the mud. She was surprisingly stable on the
gunnery seat.


Though the
M5 light tank had a kilometer-long head start on it, the Raktapata became well
engaged in the chase and started gaining on its prey. Naya grinned, feeling a
sense of catharsis for finally putting some of these gray helmets on the
defensive.


Naya took
with both hands the 76mm shell she had laid down and finally loaded
it into her gun. She looked down her sight, hoping to see her prey dead
center and awaiting death -- and she found her reticule swinging a few ticks in
every direction. Her target was moving as evasively as it was possible for a
tank, swinging side to side. Her sense of her own tank's movement was
uncomfortably acute. Whenever she worked the traverse gear lever to move the
turret, the terrain practically danced in front of her eyes.


"Farwah,
can we go any faster?" Naya asked, loading a new shell.


"In
this terrain this is our top speed. It's our best 'muddy flatland' speed; were
the terrain both complicated and
also muddy we would be going nowhere at about 20 km/h."


"Then
can we go any steadier?" Naya said, fighting to adjust her sights.


Farwah had
a much simpler answer for that, in his casual, unaffected tone of voice.


"No."


Naya
grunted and pulled the trigger lever to discharge her gun. An APHE
shell flew well past the enemy tank, hit dirt within a patch of flowers and detonated
harmlessly. Ahead of her the M5 continued to move as haphazardly as it could to
throw her off.


She batted
away the brass casing from the breech bumper, reached for a new shell from her
ready rack and loaded it. Looking down her sight she attempted to aim, but it
was futile. Her single speed traverse gear routinely whipped the reticle too
far to either side of the enemy tank. Half the time she had only a view of the
surrounding vegetation, rolling steadily past. Gritting her teeth she pulled
the firing lever again; her second shot fell beside the tank, raising a
fountain of dirt; and a third shortly after soared past its turret and
smashed a rock. Her enemy continued to slip out of her sight picture with
infuriating success.


However it
was still a tank, not a car, not a motorcycle; it had certain limitations.


Each
zig-zagging feat of maneuver cost it some distance against the Raktapata.
Unlike the M5, the Raktapata needed only to charge straight ahead. Evading held
the M5 back fractions of seconds each time that its pursuer was making good on.
With only seconds or minutes into the chase this was impossible to see, but
soon it would become evident.


Naya would
never catch up. At the closest she would be several hundred meters back.


But that
was enough. She just needed to be close enough to get a good shot.


"My
ready rack's empty; I'm drawing from the reserve stowage now." Naya said.


She bent
down from her seat to reach for a shell when she heard Farwah reply.


"Commander,
I advice to down periscope and brace yourself, right now."


It was hard
to tell whether he was making a suggestion or raising alarm. His voice gave no
clues. Naya trusted him, however, and she acted with little hesitation; she
shot back up to her seat and pulled on a wheel above her to lower the
periscope lens into its armor cover.


She was
just in time. Outside a gun cried and within moments the turret shook.


Naya hit
her arm on the ready rack and nearly fell into the reserve basket.


"What
was that?" She shouted. There was suddenly more shaking.


"Shots!
The M5 turned its turret around to fire at us." Farwah said.


A third
impact rattled Naya, but she was expecting it; bracing herself, she seated
upright and looked through her gunnery sight. Ahead, the M5 tank had indeed
turned its gun to face her. It still zig-zagged, but between movements it spent
a second firing. She saw the puff of smoke from its gun and less than a second
later nearly banged her face on her gun sight. A fourth AP shell crashed into
the Raktapata to no permanent effect but annoying her.


"Chief
Ravan, if you are listening, please install a safey belt!" Naya said.


"Should
I attempt to evade?" Farwah asked.


"No.
Keep moving forward. Trust me! I've got it this time!"


"Those
shots won't penetrate at this distance but they can still harm you."


"I'll
be careful!"


Naya braced
herself on the breech bumper, pulling away from her gun sight. She swallowed
and held her breath; moments later another direct hit to the gun mantlet shook
her up but substantially less than before. She quickly swung over the side of
her seat, pulled up a round from the reserve basket and loaded it into the gun.
Before the M5 had a chance to shoot again she was back on her seat, bracing for
impact on the breech bumper again.


She barely
felt the next shot; after the rattling subsided she went to her gun sight.


Through the
lens she found the M5 again, sliding about, its turret turned around so that
its gun and the strongest armor on its profile, the mantlet, both faced
directly toward her.


She reached
one arm around the sliding block of the Raktapata's gun, and used the other to
hold on to her seat as she watched the enemy tank opening fire on her
again.


Once more
the turret shook, but she had them, she had them this time!


"Keep
it steady, Farwah." She said, pursuing the enemy tank with her eyes.


To fire at
her accurately it had to pause, even for a little bit. She did not move her
turret to aim this time. Instead she followed its movements, waiting for it to
align with her--


For an
instant the tank moved into the edge of her reticle. She had it this time.


At the
critical second she pulled the firing lever and put a round into the air.


Downrange
the M5 stalled with a hole in its engine block. Flames quickly built over the rear
of its hull, dancing under the gun barrel. Ammunition cooked off; there was a
noise like a firecracker amplified several orders of magnitude. Like the lid
off a crushed can the top of the M5's turret burst open, and fire and choking
black smoke escaped.


"You
got it." Farwah said. "I'm going to stop for a moment Naya, my engine
heat gauge is a little troubling. I'll pour some extra coolant fluid. You can
replenish your ready rack."


Naya gave
no triumphant response. She groaned something indistinct into the radio.


Doubled
over on her seat, she felt a horrifying pain spreading across her back. She
held her stomach feebly and felt like she would vomit. Her forehead rested on
the gun's sight eyepiece. Her teeth cringed and her mind was under a sudden and
intense pressure.


She felt as
though someone had taken her spine and stomped on the vertebrae.


Someone had
-- she had hit her back on the seat plenty of times during the drive and the
ensuing battle. Her arm, that had gripped the breech bumper so valiantly to
keep her steady, felt like a noodle, like a dough that had been stretched
infinitely long from its socket. All of that dull aching over the past few days
became intense pressure pains. Every little pang in her body seemed to have
become a nail driving through her flesh.


Gasping for
breath, she fell over the side of her seat and hit the floor of the tank.


She felt
the impact sharply, though her body had fallen flat. Pain flared up all over.


Surrounded
by a dozen shell casings, one still hot, she went fetal, weeping openly,
coughing, gasping, her arms around her stomach, her legs twitching in and out.


Farwah
rushed to her side, batted away the shell casings, and turned her around,
laying her on her back. He checked her breathing. "Naya, can you speak?
Are you responsive?"


She barely
could. Her pain was obliterating, she felt as though she had to devote her
brain power to keeping alive. She had to breathe in a way she
did not have to breathe before; she
felt as if she had to will her heart to pump, her blood to rush, air to
circulate.


Farwah
raised his head from her, looking around the interior of the tank.


"We've
got nothing here." He said aloud. Naya saw his head moving around, like a
jerky blur. He was moving so quickly. He didn't sound affected, but he was. He
was scared.


She tried
to speak, but nothing but a groan escaped her.


"Naya
this can't-- I am going to abort, Naya. You are hurt, you cannot
keep--"


"No!"


Naya
reached out a hand. She could see it above her, one of the supporting rods for
the gunner's station. She stretched out her hand, and was quite short of it.
Her right elbow; she pushed it onto the ground. Gritting her teeth, nose and
eyes and mouth running, she forced herself seated, and grabbed hold of the rod.
Farwah sat speechless beside.


She pulled
herself up to a stand on shaking knees, breathing heavily.


"We're
going. Pour your coolant." She moaned.


Farwah
stared at her. He looked askance at the floor of the tank.


"Do
you trust me?" She said. Her breathing barely allowed it.


Farwah
nodded his head immediately, avoiding eye contact with her.


Naya worked
with all of her might to put up a smile. She had gone too far for this. She
couldn't let the pain rule her, stop her. It was a fact of her life and she had
to bear it. To beat it. To do everything she could despite it. She wouldn't run
from this. Not now.


"See this
through to the end." She pleaded. To Farwah; and to her own body.


Captain
Rajagopal's voice interrupted over the radio.


"Comm
lines are growing strained I'm afraid. We got a lot of static and a few odd
statements from the two of you. Please report on your status,
Raktapata."


Naya
started to answer, but Farwah replied first in his usual deadpan way.


"Naya
fell and acted dramatic for a moment. A seat belt may be warranted." He
said.


 


Dbagbo Dominance -- Chanda
General School


Automatic
fire raged across the school, the Norglers and Rashas competing to drown out
the pattering of the rain and the roaring thunder. Green tracers from the
Nochtish machine guns swung across the courtyard like rays from a
science-fiction book, lighting up the gloom; invisible bursts of gunfire from
Ayvarta submachine guns swung back the other way, cutting trails across the
concrete paths, keeping men behind corner walls and taking to the floor any men
who charged into the crossfire between the buildings.


At the foot
of the hill, Noel's M5A2 Strike Ranger charged up the slope, and quickly
dug itself into mud. His hull was barely half on the slope, before the
ends of his tracks collapsed into the soft terrain and kicked up a shower of
mud. Noel left his cupola and demanded he be extricated from the mess
immediately. A dozen Panzergrenadiers pushed on the track guards; after
several minutes Ivan finally reversed out of the hill.


From his
open hatch, Noel shook his head vigorously at Colonel Spoor, and signed with
his hands across his own throat, implying this climb would be the death of him.


Colonel
Spoor shook his head from inside his staff car and rubbed his temples.


Noel looked
miserably down into his hatch. Water was collecting on the tank's floor.


"Ivan,
back us out into the meadow. We'll try something the slope to the field."


Colonel
Spoor interrupted. "No. Stay here. We can spare another tank there."


"How
bad are your losses so far, Colonel?" Noel replied. He raised his
binoculars to look out at the field, where smoke and fire from what seemed to
be a high caliber gun flashed intermittently along with the green tracers of a
Norgler, and the flashes of karabiners. He panned around his
own sector near the school proper, and spotted the Panzergrenadiers ripping
metal armor from the Sd.Kfz vehicle wreck to use as shields.


"We
have about eighty combat personnel left." Spoor said. He was surprisingly
calm.


Noel turned
his binoculars on the commander in his car, smiling and waving from his cupola
in a bit of out-of-place humor. He had zoomed in on the Colonel in time to see
him turn his head over his shoulder, staring at something through his other
window. The Captain curiously followed his Colonel's line of sight and saw a
pair of light cars like Spoor's own, moving in from around the bend at the
entrance to the meadow.


Towed
behind the cars were two mortars in their wheeled travelling gear.


"There
are always reserves, Captain Skoniec." Spoor said.


When Noel
zoomed back in on his car, Spoor waved at him and left the back seat. He walked
out to the arriving mortars and urged their crew to take up positions quickly.


"Well,
that's one way to do it." Noel said. He dove back inside of his turret.


The M5A2
backed away from the hill. At his gunner's seat, Noel traded one pair of lenses
for another, dropping his binoculars in the equipment box on the wall and
looking through his periscope instead. He turned the turret around as Ivan
reversed them into the meadow, and watched as the first rounds from the Granatwerfers went off under Spoor's direction.


He reached
for the radio box and switched to the Jadgzug's dedicated frequency.


"Dolph,
Bartosz, we've got artillery up, please tell me the Ayvartans won't be able to
counter-battery." Noel shouted. He was keeping an eye out for spotters as
much as he could on the meadow, but those Howitzers could decide again to be
trouble any moment.


"We've
taken care of it Captain. Should we help shell the school?" Dolph asked.


"Nah,
there's not much we can do with our pokey 37-mils. Come back."


Noel
switched channels again, and almost immediately he received a new order.


"Captain
Skoniec, Sergeant Bialik is requesting a wall breach." Colonel Spoor said.


He rolled
his eyes and sighed loudly into the radio. "Position?"


Colonel
Spoor ignored his theatrics and nonchalantly laid out the terms.


"On
the meadow-facing wall of that building. Hit one of the center walls."


"You
know I don't pack a lot of HE? I'm a tank hunter. I
have maybe ten shells."


"Ten
is more than enough, Captain Skoniec."


Colonel
Spoor cut out.


Noel
sighed, this time to himself; he picked up one of his HE rounds from the ready
rack and kept it on hand as he scanned around the meadow with his periscope, and
then through his gunnery sight. A 37mm HE shell was light enough that he could
have held one in each hand and used them as work-out dumbbells, if he worked
out at all.


Along the
wall of the school's Auxiliary building Noel found the Sergeant, Bialik, a
tall, thin man waving his hands over his head. He pointed at a wall, near the
center of the building's ground story, made the hold fire hand sign, and backed
away from the impact area. He and four other men lay on their bellies from
safety and awaited the shot.


"I'd
love to see that pouty expression of yours right now." Ivan said.


Noel was
indeed pouting. Ivan knew his idiosyncrasies better than anyone.


"This
is a waste of rounds." Noel replied. He hated demolition jobs.


Aiming
for the wall as ordered, he dropped the 37mm HE round into the feed slide,
pushed it into the gun, locked the breech and then his electric trigger. He
punched a hole into the structure just under the windowsill. Pieces of tin and
chunks of cement went flying.


Before the
smoke cleared, Noel seized a canister shell from his reserve storage, loaded
it, raised the elevation just a tick and shot that round into the wall as well.


Striking
the upper half of the first story wall, the canister burst into hundreds of
steel balls propelled by a small explosive blast. These fragments smashed their
way through the remains of the window and wall, punching through the thin
concrete and the leftover tin and leaving a jagged but comfortable hole
through which the men could easily enter.


Sergeant
Bialik and his men stood, waved their thanks at the M5A2 and charged in.


Noel waved
back half-heartedly inside his turret, as if the Panzergrenadiers outside could
see him. Another fire mission cared for, but no points scored for the Captain.










On Chanda's
field the Gnoll had been almost backed into the trees around the supply depot.
Dozens of holes littered the green turf, and sporadic mortar fire continued to
pound the area. Elena peered from between the track and its metal guard, using
the thin aperture like a vision slit; she saw dirt burst into the air and water
immediately collect in the holes, and smoke pillars rolling across the field,
creeping closer and closer.


She clung
to the tank and covered her head as a round exploded close beside them.


Mud flung
into the air and rained over them, and she heard metal scraping as the tank
tried to move a few steps back. Something snapped; Elena heard a whipping
noise.


"Light
defend us, that's my track gone!" Corporal Mattar shouted.


"Hold
your ground, we have to warn everyone in the depot. We'll be right back."


Bonde took
Elena's hand and pulled her away from the tank and toward the depot.


They crept
along the side, and around the back. Bonde pounded on the door.


Slowly a
teacher opened the depot door. She looked at them with tears in her eyes. Their
faces, and Elena's hair, were dripping wet and filthy, and their hands bloody.


Inside, the
children were all huddled in a little nest of sandbags.


"It's
not safe, you have to run." Bonde said. "Go into the woods. Try to
make it--"


Elena found
it strange that their words were uninterrupted by mortar rounds.


There was a
lull in the attack.


"Get
back here right now!" Corporal Mattar said on the radio.


The
Civilians and children stared incredulously around the empty depot.


Elena
then heard the Danava machine guns on the Gnoll going off, and the boom of
the 75mm howitzer. She and BOnde turned and ran back around the side of
the depot and took up positions beside the snapped track on the right side of
the tank. Considerable damage had been done to it -- fragmentation from the
mortar rounds had broken one of the road wheels, and cut apart
several links, separating the track over the bogeys.


Elena
stood, raised her submachine gun and opened fire over the top of the tank as a
dozen Panzergrenadiers hurtled down the field from the bleachers. In their
hands were pistols, and as they charged they opened fire with them, delivering
a far greater bulk of shots than their rifles were capable of. Elena was forced
to hide as the volleys of gunfire pounded the face of the tank. Corporal Mattar
responded with her machine guns.


From across
the field and low to the ground a muzzle flashed, brighter than before.


A larger green
tracer cut the distance to the tank in an instant.


It impacted
the front of the tank with a solid thunk.


"Agh!"


Corporal
Mattar shouted into the radio.


"Anti-tank
rifle! It pierced the front of my turret!"


"Are
you hurt?" Bonde asked.


"Just
grazed! But I don't know how many times he'll miss!"


Elena
peered over the tank.


She saw it,
from the edge of the hill, from the ground.


A second,
bright-green anti-tank tracer flew from the edge of the slope.


"One
more through my mantlet! It's taken out my gun sight!"


Elena
gulped. She looked out over the field.


"Cover
me." She said.


Bonde
blinked. He sounded almost outraged. "Cover you?"


Without
warning Elena dashed out into the middle of the field, dropping her submachine
gun on the ground. She ran with all of her might. Gunfire from the Danava flew
through and past the men charging them, and in turn their pistol fire flew all
around her. In the midst of the rain she thought she could see it. It was like
running through hail, she thought she could see the pistol rounds thread
through the rain, cut through the air.


She felt a
slash across her back, a bump along the back of her shoulderblade.


A solid
lead fist right into her deltoid. She nearly slipped on the mud.


She
screamed, grit her teeth and kept running. She held one arm with the other.


Elena made
desperately for the corpses of the Panzergrenadiers.


Those
karabiner rifles on them could hit the hill. Her submachine gun couldn't.


Behind her
the desperate clunking noises of the Danava and of Bonde's Rasha joined the
snapping of the Nochtish pistols, the booming of mortar shells hitting the
school courtyard, the crash of thunder, the cracking of rain as hit the puddles
and mud.


A pistol
round swept in front of her face.


Elena
ducked, rolled, threw herself forward. She fell onto
the nearest corpse.


She took
his rifle, set it on his chest and turned it away from his corpse.


Again there
was only a ring of iron, with a single, tiny metal triangle in the center.


From the
edge of the hill another green lance flew toward the Gnoll.


Elena
aligned the sights and pressed the hard trigger.


Pistol
rounds swept over her; her shot flew past the Panzergrenadiers.


Over
a hundred meters away a helmet flew up from the head of an anti-tank
sniper.


There were no
more green AP tracers after that.


Elena
grinned.


She was
dead for sure now.


She
collapsed over the corpse, his rifle still in her hand.


"Thank
you."


She felt
the pain shoot through her arm, the blood trickling out.


Her head
came to rest on the Panzergrenadier's coat.


She felt
her body heat acutely; she felt the pumping of blood through her.


There was a
deafening boom.


Her
breathing sped as she felt a wave of heat rolling over her.


Turning her
head, she witnessed the bright, fleeting burst of fire and smoke as a 75mm
Howitzer round from the Gnoll exploded in the midst of the Panzergrenadiers.


At once six
or seven men dropped to the ground, writhing in pain.


"Elena,
are you alright?" Bonde shouted through the radio.


There was
no other sound but his voice, the sifting dust from the blast, and the rain.


Elena
pressed on her throat microphone. "I'm a proper mess."


"Ancestors
defend! Never do that again!" Bonde shouted.


Elena
laughed into the radio. In the haze she could barely understand what she did or
even what had prompted her to do so. She could barely believed she was halfway
across the field from the tank, that she was in the
open and on the ground and alive.


"Just
so you know, with my sights shattered I will not be able to replicate that
miracle I just pulled off. Thank the light I managed it, but don't rely on it
again." Mattar said.


"Elena,
can you get up? If they organize again, I can't--"


She was
close enough to the ground to feel the rumbling along the water.


"Oh
no." Bonde said. "Elena, stand up! Come back now!"


First thing
they saw come over the hill was the gun.


It took the
machine some doing, but the M5 Ranger was soon level atop the hill.


Even from
afar Elena could see its gun adjusting, like the trunk on a curious
elephant.


"I
won't be able to hit it! I'm abandoning the tank!" Corporal Mattar said.


"Get
Darshan out too! Get him out first, he's a civilian!" Bonde said.


Implacable,
like a god of gray iron, the M5 tank began to move on them.


Elena threw
her rifle on the ground, and seized the pouch off the Panzergrenadier.


Inside she
found a strange object with canvas fins and a round head.


She had no
idea what it could possibly be but she knew it was useless.


Once it
cleared the bleachers, the M5 Ranger paused. Its turret and gun turned.


Perhaps offended
by her little feat of graverobbing, the tank aimed at her instead of the
crippled Gnoll. Anything it turned its gun to, the tank was certain to hit at
this distance.


It was
useless. She couldn't stop it. All her gargantuan effort was for nothing.


Elena saw
the bright flash from the 37mm gun. Her last sight on the earth.


A tongue of
flame blew out from the M5's gun, flame and gas as if through a straw.


It would
have been instant; but it wasn't. There was no shell flying at her.


All of that
fire was dispersing from inside the turret. The M5 had not fired its gun
at all.


Seconds
later the top hatch blew skyward.


Then the
entire turret exploded right off the hull of the tank and went flying.


Everyone in
the field and around the supply depot was speechless.


An
unfamiliar voice called over the radio, breaking the silence.


"Hello?
Is this the right frequency? I'm Private Naya Oueddai. Sorry I'm late!"










Corporal
Baudin cheerfully called, "Captain, taking the shot--"


And much
less cheerfully his voice cut out entirely.


"Yes?
Kill confirmed? Hello~?"


Noel patted
the side of his headphones, wondering why the Corporal stopped talking.


"Ivan,
turn us around, quickly."


He turned
the M5A2's turret toward the slope to the field and looked around.


One did not
have to look far to see the carnage.


There was a
spreading fire between the bleachers; perhaps fuel or ammo, cooking.


Much more
distressingly, there was a tank turret rolling down the hill.


"Heads
up! Eyes down the meadow! Spoor, we've got something--"


A round
flew from over a thousand meters away.


Behind Noel
a truck went up in flames. He heard pieces of it fall over his
turret.


"Ten o'
clock, Noel!" Spoor shouted into the radio.


"Ivan,
start moving back!" Noel ordered.


Ivan pulled
the M5A2 back; Noel stuck to his periscope.


He saw the enemy
down the meadow. One tank, painted green. Vaguely hexagonal turret centered on
the hull, a streamlined body, wide-spaced tracks, and a big gun.


Noel
switched between his gun sight and periscope as if it would look different.


His face
twisted into an anxious, twitching little grin.


"Spoor, that is definitely not a Goblin." He said into
the radio.
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53rd of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


Dbagbo Dominance -- Chanda General School, Field


For several
breathless seconds Aarya counted and counted the children in the supply depot.
She had counted and counted them every morning and every night, counted them
leisurely, counted them in peace. Never had she missed one of her children.


When the
soldiers led them out of the classrooms by the hands she was sure that all of
her children had followed. She counted again. She knelt into their little
huddle and parted them, gently nudging them apart from one another as if
they might be hiding one more child among their number. But try as she might she
always came up short.


Aarya had
led them all from the classrooms to the supply depot. There was food and water
and a little sandbag fort where all the children could be kept. A soldier told
her that metal fragments wouldn't hurt them there -- all within earshot of the
children. Aarya gave him an intense stare and she felt like it was necessary
and that doing it put her on the side of the children; who were bewildered and
scared, many already weeping silently and trying their best to stay strong. But
whenever she counted she was one short.


Always
short one child. One precious child that was alone in the path of the war.


A teacher
short one child; one child she should have been guarding with her own life.


Because of
her; because she didn't count them as she did every morning and night that day.
She had wanted so badly to shield them, to insulate them from the terror in the
air.


Taken out
by the hand by the soldiers, she called out, she assumed they would come, she
assumed they would follow her sweet singing voice, that they'd be comforted--


She raised
her hands to her mouth and she felt nauseous. Her eyes ran with tears.


"Aarya?
What's wrong? Are you feeling ill?" Darshan said. Aarya didn't respond at
first.


In her
mind, in that instant, she counted them children again. One short. Impossible.


Several of
the children, those who were not staring despondently at the ground or seated
with their faces to the wall, trying to ignore the environment; they looked at
her.


She tried
to smile for them and then turned to Darshan, leading him away from them.


"Zaheer."
Aarya said, struggling for breath. "Zaheer. He is back in the
classrooms."


"Zaheer?"
Darshan said in a sudden and strong whisper, as if stifling a shout.


"Yes!
He's not here!" She whispered, her voice cracking with emotion.


"What
do we do?" Darshan asked. "We can't go out there and--"


He had
asked a question, but she provided no answer. In place of a response and mostly
without thinking, Aarya tore away from Darshan and rushed out of the door; she
rushed past the soldiers, past the tank they had parked in the field to defend
the supply depot. Her feet splashed in the puddles and mud, heavy, long steps,
kicking sludge up to the skirt of her dress and over her yellow sari. Cold rain
poured over her head.


It was like
a jug of water emptying over her head at all times; but she didn't look back.


There was
shouting, and she heard someone fall and splash in the mud behind her.


But she was
thinking about nothing but Zaheer, the little brown hairless boy whose father
was almost certainly gone in the savagery now unfolding across
 Dbagbo.


She knew
where he was and she hated herself for not thinking about him, for not
realizing what he would need, how she should have prioritized him to prevent
this.


He looked
to her; he had nobody else to look to! She couldn't believe she left him.


Aarya
thought she would feel the tug of Darshan's arm, stopping her and taking her
back to protect her over the life of one child but she felt no such thing. She
had outran him; she had outran the marathon runner who was second only to Naya
in her prime. In her heavy, wet dress and with her ungainly, reckless gait,
pushing one leg after the other completely without grace, she had outran him.
She crossed from field to school.


Her eyes
sought after anyone who could help, but there were no soldiers outside.
Everything was eerily quiet to her. She ran along the face of the Auxiliary
building, making for the only open door and the thick-walled stairwell that was
just off the landing. She set foot inside and ran up the stairs without so much
as glancing down the halls.


She fought
against the impulse to shout Zaheer's name -- it would frighten him worse.


Halfway to
the second floor the world shivered and shrugged Aarya off the ground.


A massive
explosion nearby deafened her with its roar. She felt the force of it surging
along the ground, crawling up the walls and into the stairwell steps. For an
instant it felt enough like everything was shaking that her feet slipped and
she hit the cement. She felt heat near the left-most wall and crawled away from
it, stretching her hand to the highest step she could reach and slowly laboring
to her knees. She hugged herself, her stomach, her ribs, her breasts; it was
like she had been stomped on. She labored for air.


When the
gunfire began it sounded like nothing she had ever heard. She had imagined
something much more ominous, organic, divine,
like the hard steps of a tusker or the cry from a dragon of myth. But it
was such a tinny, petty noise! Every report sounded eerily like a child
slamming palms on a hard tabletop, and in quick succession from multiple men
the gunfire seemed more an eerie, chaotic percussion than the sound of
death.


This was
warfare. It was not some grandiose dance performed by the gods. It was small
and pathetic and close and human. It was snapping and cracking and invisible
flying lead and awful smells. There was no great flashing of color, no
awe-inspiring magics.


She had
been exposed to it for a little over a minute and she felt her mind unraveling.


It
frightened her; she felt the rattling of the guns in her chest as if the rifles
were discharging right beside her. She felt a gross, primal fear that shook her
more than the cold of her wet clothes. Despite her pain she bolted up to
her feet and started running up the stairwell again, gasping and moaning
to relieve the pressure in her chest.


At the top
of the stairs she turned a corner and found the familiar hall down all of her
classrooms. Every door was closed; the soldiers had shut them all when they
left.


Despite all
the noise, the incessant back-and-forth of the rifles, the chopping noise of
the bigger, faster automatic guns; Aarya shuffled quietly to the first door and
gently nudged it open. Throwing open the door, screaming, making a greater
panic, would only cause Zaheer even greater distress. He was a gentle boy, who
was easily overwhelmed.


Aarya
stifled a curse as she let the door swing gently open, stepped inside and found
a classroom in disarray, and no sign of Zaheer. All of the desks had been
stacked near one of the walls and away from prominent windows. Out of the
corners of her eyes she saw something creep -- her head turned to the open
shutters and she spotted great vehicles moving along the meadow. She ducked
reflexively, as if they had eyes as big as their guns that might have seen her,
and she crawled out of the room.


"They
can't see me. They're thick tractors, nothing more." She whimpered. In the
hall she stood, feeling again that she was safe and unseen, and walked to the
next door.


The door
slid slowly open, its hinges creaking loud. A pistol thrust toward Aarya.


She raised
her hands; in control of the gun was the woman soldier from before.


"Lady,
what are you doing here? It's dangerous! You have to go!" She shouted.


She had an
instrument, standing on a tripod in front of a half-open window shutter. It
looked like a camera with a gauge and a ruler and a radio box all bolted
together. Aarya had no idea what this was, what role it played. She was not a
soldier. Soldier's things looked ever more alien and strange to her. She stood
dumbfounded in the door.


"You
can't be here!" Continued the soldier. "This area is coming under
fire!"


Aarya's
lips quivered, and she muttered a few hasty little things in her defense.


At once the
soldier waved her away with the pistol, irate and refusing to listen.


"I
don't care! You need to go! You will just get in the way here! Go back
to--"


A distant
gun howled and deafened Aarya to the woman's final words.


Through the
shutters blossomed a cloud of orange flames and black smoke.


At once the
soldier was thrown forward and crushed under a mound of rubble.


A sudden
push threw Aarya back meters away and slammed the door shut.


She hit the
ground and slid on the floor. In front of her she saw dozens of
holes on the door, and its upper hinge snapped. It hung just slightly
off-frame, enough that she could see the dancing lights from the fire inside
the classroom playing across the hallway wall.


Breathing
hurt; the rising and falling of her chest hurt. But it didn't hurt in her
chest.


There was a
slicing pain in her upper leg and hip. She slipped a finger over the wound.


Aarya bit
her lip. Stinging pain shot through all the sinews in her hip. She writhed.


There was
blood on her hand. She was bleeding. Something hit her, like a bullet.


She felt it
embedded in her flesh. Biting her lips, she touched it, pulled it out.


A piece of
jagged black metal, covered in her blood, the size of an arrowhead.


Was this
the real effect of a cannon attack? Jagged metal that speared through flesh?


Her head
swam. She shifted onto her back, staring at the ceiling. It looked like liquid,
a puddle, rippling with a fluidity that started and ended in her eyes alone. It
was unreal.


There was
no sound, only a tinnitus, a muffled, continuous whistling. That too was all in
her head but it was so powerfully present that she could not make out any other
sound.


In a few
minutes she had felt what must surely have been a lifetime's worth of agony.


She had
never felt anything like it before. A cold fear gripped her heart. It felt so
easy to give up, to stop moving, to lay on the ground in the hall and just
become an object.


The metal
fragment slipped out of her fingers. She didn't hear it falling on the floor.


Moving was
so hard; breathing so hard. It could all stop and it would be so peaceful.


She was
battered by thoughts of surrender, like hands pulling her through the floor.


Aarya was
falling and falling. But there were chains keeping her from the pit. She
considered them, considered all of the little innocuous things that made up her
life. Over all of this time, what had she built? What kept her moving forward
with her head high?


She thought
of Benghu, of Chanda, and the school. All of the children. Darshan. When he
confessed his love to her she didn't know what to think. She left him in the
air for days. But over time, she started painting a picture in her head.
And she liked it.


Now like
the blood coming out of her, she felt color draining from that picture.


Why ever
did she come here? What brought her to this place? But then, she had never gone
anywhere. All of her life had revolved around this little town and she liked
that because it was stable, peaceful. She had dreamed of making a beautiful
life here. A life full of color that would make her feel remarkable and loved
and needed. She always thought -- was always plagued by the thought -- that she
was never strong like her friends. She was never ambitious or skilled. She just
wanted simple little things that felt within reach.


One boy
told her once that she was precious and powerful and she loved that.


At the time
her head started to swim with colorful things that she desired so much.


A little
house; children; things at least some silly little girls still had in their
heads.


Naya
hadn't; but that was Naya. What would Naya think? Seeing her like this?


Would she
cry? Would she remember her at all? Would she act the soldier that Aarya had in
her mind and think she was weak for taking a hit and falling and lying there?
Had Naya gotten so strong now, in some far away exotic place, with her guns,
the guns that the men outside shot; had she gotten so strong she would overlook
her? Forget her?


No; Naya
would definitely lend her a hand. That was Naya. War couldn't change that.


Naya, who
had her own pains and losses, would never judge one for failing or hurting.


But Naya,
who set records with her feet, who trained every day, who pushed herself just
to see where she could go, how far her feet would take her; Naya would stand
back up.


Aarya shook
her head, and she felt as if each movement of her neck was made through a
puddle of mud. She turned on her side. Gritting her teeth, she struggled to
rise.


Zaheer; she
had to find him. He was in here, listening to this monstrous cacophony, and he was
all alone. Huddling in a corner in a dark room somewhere because everything was
happening too fast and nobody had reassured him. She hadn't reassured him.


All it took
was one mistake, one mistake from her. She was not a monument. She was just
human. But she couldn't afford to make mistakes. She was the only thing in the
world that was still right and good for these children, that was still
consistent.


Her own
stability, the stability of her life, of the life around them, didn't matter.


As long as
she was there they could be okay. She had to go on for that reason.


Aarya
forced herself forward, step by step, one hand on her injured hip.


She pushed
open several doors, and found nothing inside. Then she saw it; the door that
the soldier had shut before and that she and Darshan had opened again. It was
shut. She must have returned and found it open, the only open door, and shut it
again.


Aarya
pushed it open. She walked inside, shuffling in carefully, making no noise.


In a
corner, under a little mountain of stacked school desks, there was a little boy
with his head to the floor, shaking in his tunic and pants, his cloth shoes
cast aside.


"Zaheer,
it's Ms. Balarayu." She said gently. She sang a
few notes. "La la la la la."


Slowly the
boy stopped shaking. Slowly he turned his head to stare into the center of the
classroom, as if he had to convince himself that there would be something there
worth expending the effort to see. Aarya kept a hand over her bloody hip and
the red splotch on her clothes around it. She knelt down slowly and gingerly
and smiled at Zaheer.


"Everything
will be fine, Zaheer. Is it alright if I give you a hug?" She asked.


She
stretched out her arms. Zaheer threw himself into her chest, weeping.


"I was
so scared Ms. Balaryu, there were so many people and so many people with guns
and everyone was talking at the same time." He started speaking faster.
"I stopped listening to the soldiers and to you Ms. Balarayu, I'm sorry,
I'm sorry I sneaked away, I wanted--"


"Shh.
It's not your fault." She said. She stroked his hair and kissed his head.
"Let's settle down here and wait for all of this to pass, alright Zaheer?
I'll sing you a song."


Perhaps she
wasn't strong, but maybe she had her strengths. Maybe living through this could
be one of them. Looking at Zaheer's bright eyes, thrilled for a song, perhaps
uncomprehending of the magnitude of the carnage unfolding around them, she knew
that surviving this had to be her strength. She
couldn't accept a world where it was not.


 


Dbagbo -- Chanda General School, Administration


 


Hiding on the opposite side of the doorway,
Sharna signaled for Leander to peer out.


He nodded
and exposed a hint of a light brown cheek as he leaned out of the door.


A
half dozen men stood several dozen meters away behind the auxiliary
building.


Leander only
got to glance at their position before he saw muzzles go flashing.


Several
rifle bullets impacted around his head. He bolted back inside the building.


Then
at once the vicious shredding noise of
a Norgler sounded across the courtyard.


Chunks of
wood and chipped concrete burst from the wall and frame and the floor outside.
Debris and spent lead collected centimeters from his boots. Seething green
tracer flashes accompanied every volley of automatic fire on the door and
door-frame.


Leander saw
a spark flash just out the corner of his eye, and he cringed
reflexively. A rifle bullet snapped the top hinge; creaking all the way
down the door dropped out onto the walkway with a loud bang. A
handful of machine gun bullets ricocheted off the falling door and into
the room. They bit into the ground and punched holes in the couches,
casting feathered stuffing into the air. Leander saw Dr. Agrawal
scramble up against a wall to avoid the sudden fire. Sharna pulled farther
back from her side of the door.


"Wait
for the crossfire to settle and then hit that corner!" Dr. Agrawal
shouted.


As she gave
the order Leander spotted several guns flashing from the Administration
building. His comrades were retaliating, laying fire down the entrance to the
school. Rashas and Norglers traded bullets across the courtyard from
seemingly all sides. Heavy SMG fire struck against the enemy's corners and
riddled the pathway coming in from the edge of the hill. Machine gun fire from
the Norglers swept the faces of the buildings, every open doorway visible from
the school entrance, and the pathways.


Both sides
were deadlocked; but only one side was trying to move forward.


Several men
lay dead in their gray raincloaks along the courtyard and the path to the hill and
along the edges of the school buildings. They had been surprised by the
strength of the Ayvartan positions, and by the deadly crossfire they had set up
in the courtyard. Whenever a man set foot on the stones of Chanda fire came at
him from every angle.


But a
rhythm had been silently agreed to after several minutes of fighting.


In a
moment, the gunfire abated on all sides. Each was trying to bait the other to
move.


"Now's
your chance." Dr. Agrawal said, waving toward the doorway. She was
crouched beside a radio through which no calls were currently coming, well away
from the door. Her face glistened with sweat, despite the chill brought in
by the incessant rain.


Across the
doorframe from him, Sharna raised her head to signal for an attack.


"There's
five or six men around the corner, fifty meters or so." Leander said.


"On
ten, we peek out and shoot." Sharna said. She raised her BKV up.


Leander
nodded his head to show that he understood. Sharna nodded back, and she began
to count up to ten, and as she counted the two of them crept toward the ground,
held up their guns and maneuvered the long barrels slighlty out of the
door-frame.


At the end
of the count, Leander and Sharna dropped half-out into the walkway.


With their
sides to the ground the pair opened fire on the corner. Leander pressed
the trigger, waited for the kick and for the action to reset within the
second, and pressed again. In quick succession they delivered six shots
together; taking chunks out of the wall, a finger off a man's hand, the bayonet
off a karabiner rifle. A man fell out of cover,
twitching in the throes of agony after a 14.5mm bullet flew too close his
nose.


Bursts of
reflexive enemy gunfire hit the concrete wall and the door, raising even
more bits and splinters and fragments into the air with their wrath. All of
this was soaring over their heads. Leander and Sharna rolled, pushed off the
door-frame and out of the line of fire.


Covering
fire from the main building started fresh and forced the Panzergrenadiers
back behind the concrete again. But soon their Norglers were reloaded and
returned to action, and the seething crossfire continued, long trails of SMG
fire flying past green tracers.


Safe
inside the administration building Leander stood up from the floor and
shouldered his BKV using the cloth strap. He helped Sharna up. She kept her
weapon in hand.


"Exactly
how long do we have to keep this up?" Leander asked.


Sharna
shook her head despondently. "As long as possible."


He knew he
wouldn't get a number, but he still felt dejected after her response.


Back in
Knyskna they had known exactly what to do, where to run.


In Chanda
he knew, but didn't want to admit, that they were holding out to the last.


Sharna
nonchalantly fed a new stripper clip into her BKV, and handed another to
him.


"Buck
up, they are just men and vehicles, our rifles can handle both."


Leander
nodded. He took his weapon and reloaded it, held it in hand.


They
started back toward the door when a mortar first hit the courtyard.


"Away
from the doors!" Dr. Agrawal shouted. She threw herself on the ground.


Framed by
the door, Leander helplessly brought his arms up to shield himself.


Sharna
reached out, seized him, and leaped away from the aperture.


Fire and
fragments blew into the room as a second shell exploded too close.


Leander
felt the heat at his back as Sharna took him down on the ground.


From the
force of the explosion the door frame burst completely, sending whole pieces of
wood, fist-sized chunks of concrete and the remnants of the hinges flying.
Hundreds of tiny holes formed in the couches; the tables shattered; fragments
embedded in the opposite wall, tracing over it the pattern of the mortar's
killzone in a smokey black.


A multitude
of explosions followed, sweeping across the courtyard seconds from the last. The
blasts formed a sequence, like a hammer bashing into rock, lifting, bashing. A
dozen blasts, fifteen, eighteen. Rumbling and booming-- until they suddenly
didn't.


Leander
heard the dirt cast into the air falling again, scattering. He heard the heavy
air stirred up by the blasts and swept about by the rains, billowing into the
room.


He lifted
his head. He nudged Sharna, whose body lay heavily on him, her head over his
shoulder, her breast at his back, her arms around him.
She pulled slowly away. They looked around the room together. Where the
door-frame once stood there was now a jagged hole punched into the wall, its
dimensions slightly larger than the old door.


On the
other side of the room Dr. Agrawal struggled up from the floor, her chest
rising and falling with labored breathing. Debris sifted from over her
shoulders and back.


They didn't
hear the guns anymore. There were no more sounds of crossfire.


Instead
they heard footsteps splashing across the walkway, closing in.


"Pistols
out now!" Dr. Agrawal shouted, aiming out the door.


From the
floor Leander and Sharna drew their sidearms and held them shakily out.


When the
first Panzergrenadier charged the room Dr. Agrawal perforated his face several
times. His head was honeycombed with wounds. He fell forward, still running in
death, and came to finally lie ungracefully bent against over one of the
couches. Dr. Agrawal never stopped shooting. Soon as he fell, controlling her
weapon with both hands, she methodically redirected her aim to the doorway and
kept shooting.


Three men
charged behind the first, raising their bayonets. Leander rapped the trigger on
his pistol. He put two bullets through a man's torso before he could even
turn to face them; behind him a man's knees collapsed from Agrawal's shooting.
Another lunged in with his bayonet and found Leander and Sharna on the
floor along the entryway; blood burst from sudden wounds, and he cried and
started to crumple. Sharna got him in his shoulder, his hand, his hip,
hitting all across his body with every press of her finger.


Dr. Agrawal
dropped an empty box magazine and reached for a new one.


Leander had
counted in his head, he still had two left, one in the box, one in--


Something
foreign entered his field of vision.


A stick
with a black metal cap flew in from the outside.


It hit the
ground, bounced once, in a fraction of a second.


Grenade.


Nobody had
time to say it but everyone recognized it.


Leander
dropped his pistol.


Without
thinking he leaped forward from his knees.


Diving on
the ground he grabbed at the handle, seized it in his hand.


He lobbed
the grenade out the door off the side of a charging panzergrenadier.


Tripping
over, the man's full weight fell on Leander. His karabiner rifle rolled
along the floor behind them, and his helmet fell like a can on the ground. A
vicious struggle ensued. Leander kicked and flailed; the man loomed over
and seized him by the neck.


Outside the
grenade exploded in the courtyard. Several men screamed to a stop.


Leander
choked; the man lifted him a few centimeters and battered him against the
floor while squeezing his throat. He screamed when the grenade went off close
behind him, the fire and smoke sweeping in over him, screamed unintelligibly,
his grip tightening.


A
despair-inducing click sounded from the side of
the room.


Sharna was
out of bullets. Leander felt everything darken.


Leander looked
up at his attacker. His pale-pink skin dirtied by the mud and smoke. There were
no lines over his face, no gauntness to him. He was young, fit, vibrant.


It was
his first time seeing a Nochtish man so close. His blue eyes were filled
with an uncomprehending fury that twisted his features. Leander's hands grew
limp against his.


Leander
realized he wasn't breathing anymore. His lungs just seemed to stop.


But his
eyes were still open, locked onto the blurring face of the panzergrenadier.


They were
not looking back. They danced, looking up, looking aside, moving with him.


Leander
felt a sudden mix of fear and sorrow; this was a man who in the caravan would
still be called a boy by his elders. Just like Leander. This man choking him
could be his age. This man slamming him, killing him, who couldn't look in his
eyes, was a boy too.


Up until
the end that gaze avoided his. Those blue eyes looked at anything but him.


Then they
turned white; they seemed to collapse, to roll up into their own sockets.


He stopped
slamming. His mouth hung, dripping with blood. His head fell over Leander.


Dr. Agrawal
stood above, teeth grit, forcing the bayonet through the top of his head.


She pushed
the corpse off Leander, and pulled him away from the door.


He felt her
hands pushing into his chest, and her lips locking against his mouth.


Her breath
blew through him. His lungs started pumping again. Leander gasped.


"Leander,
are you conscious? Leander? Can you see me?" Dr. Agrawal said.


She patted
his cheek. Leander nodded weakly. Her head dropped against his chest.


"Thank
everything." Dr. Agrawal said. She wiped her hands over her eyes.


Outside the
crashing of mortar rounds into the concrete commenced anew.


Breathing
hurt. His chest felt tight. Leander couldn't speak. Dr. Agrawal sat him against
the wall and gave him a water canteen. Leander drank. He coughed a
little.


Between the
mortar blasts Sharna crossed the hole in the doorway. She had her BKV in one
hand and Leander's in the other. She reached their side of the room and
crouched.


"Is he
alright?" She said. She looked at him; he tried to look back with some
presence.


He could
barely muster a little smile. Much of his body felt too heavy to move.


"He is
alive and conscious." Dr. Agrawal said.


Sharna
looked distraught. "Not much else?"


"Give
him time."


A red
blinking light on the radio alerted them to electric activity. Dr. Agrawal
turned from her two protectors and picked up the handset. For almost a minute
she listened without speaking, and then covered her face in her hand and
released an audible groan.


She put
down the handset. "That's it for our artillery. They've got tanks around
the rear, and they destroyed our Gnolls. One unit survived with only a loss of
turret crew. Both of the tanks are apparently returning to the meadow and not
attempting to surround us."


She looked
at Leander, stern in the face. Leander offered her a faint smile. He was mostly
aware of his surroundings. He just found it hard to respond to them.


"What
happens now?" Sharna asked.


"We
can't stay down here anymore. We'll hide upstairs."


Dr. Agrawal
stood up from the floor and ran to the stairwell, and brought a bag back with
her. Inside there were several deactivated mines from the supply depot's small
stock of strategic explosives. She slipped her arms through straps affixed
to the radio box and shouldered it. She handed the bag of explosives to
Sharna, and lifted Leander from the floor, pulling one of his arms over her
shoulder. He tried to take some of the weight off her, but his feet could
not muster any pressure on the ground to keep him standing.


"Trap
the room quickly, and follow us upstairs." Dr. Agrawal said.


Sharna
nodded her head and set about her task immediately.


"We
will keep you safe, Leander. You've done enough." Dr. Agrawal said.


Leander
nodded weakly. She started up the stairs, one foot at a time.


Behind her
the mortars and the Norglers mysteriously abated all at once.


Again the
red light on the radio blinked; but nobody saw it this time.


 


Dbagbo -- Chanda General School, Meadow


On her end
of the terrain there was no transition between the Chanda and the outside,
nothing like the discrete earthen passage that led the Panzergrenadiers to
the school. Benghu's meadows were vast and mostly unobstructed between the
distant hills that formed makeshift walls around them and that curled around
the school. Driving through, one saw grass and flowers stretch far as the eye
could see until the school buildings came suddenly into view, foregrounded by
the playing field seated atop Chanda's hill.


Farwah
found their first target. "Armor on the hill, heading into the playing
field."


Naya looked
through the scope. Her vision was foggy, and it was not just the glass and it
was not just the rain. Her eyes had difficulty focusing. Her lids felt terribly
heavy.


She watched
the tank, spotting it just as it finally took the muddy hill in what must have
been a titanic climb. It disappeared between the bleachers too quickly for a
good shot.


Naya spoke
slowly through the intercom. "Keep moving Farwah, top speed.
Angle east for about eight hundred meters. Then stop on my signal so
I can shoot. Got it?"


"Yes
ma'am." Farwah replied.


On her lap
there were already two AP shells waiting to be loaded. Farwah had helped her
fill her ready rack, and these two were for the approach. These would be
easiest shots as they would occur with some element of surprise. She seized one
of the shells, loaded it, and turned her turret. She elevated the gun and watched
the landscape go by through the sight, slowly adjusting her turret to keep the
gun trained on the slope.


They
rounded the edge of the meadow, getting an angle on Chanda's hill.


"Stop!"
She said.


At once the
Raktapata ground to a halt.


Soon as she
caught a hint of the tank's rear in her gun sight she hit the firing lever.


A smoking
hole opened on the rear of the tank. Fire blew from it. In an instant the
high-explosive detonated in the crew compartment and sent the turret flying
downhill.


Naya
withdrew from the gun sight and turned to the radio. She adjusted the
frequency, from that used by Camp Vijaya, to others that she remembered from
the Captain's list. She gave the same quick message over all of them before
switching to the next.


“Hello? Is this the right frequency? I’m Private Naya Oueddai. Sorry I’m late!”


It was
difficult to speak enthusiastically, but she tried her best to work up an
internal smile, speak with strength, and cover up the pain and fatigue she was
feeling.


All the
while she struggled not to fall apart again, not to succumb and black out.


Her hands
were shaking and her teeth chattering. She felt a terrible pressure along her
back, as though something was sitting on her. Her whole body felt tight. Even
the simple movements of setting her hand on the instruments, leaning her head
into the eyepiece and orienting the periscope felt like gargantuan labors.
She moved carefully, as if navigating a minefield, because any wrong movement
could send up a blast of pain.


Around her
the tank started to move, turning its hull toward the center of the meadow.


"Enemy
sighted, two tanks guarding the approach to the school." Farwah said.


"Got
it." Naya seized the last shell on her lap and loaded it into the gun.


Two shells
smashed into the gun mantlet in quick succession, rattling the turret.


Ahead of
her two Nochtish light tanks watched over the center of the meadow. One tank
had gone into reverse, while the other was turning its hull around to face her
with its glacis instead of its sides. Both had their turrets trained on her as
they moved.


Puffs of
white gas issued from both guns as the tanks launched another salvo
against her. She felt one shell deflect off her turret, while the second caused
a light rattling along the tank as it hit the front. She remained steady on the
gunner's seat. She opened fire.


Her shell
struck true and smashed open the driver's vision slit on the retreating tank.


It stopped
moving. Smoke billowed copiously from inside the hull. There was no grim
explosion this time -- her AP-HE shell must have had bad filler. Nevertheless
it was a kill. A 76mm shell's worth of metal through the front of a tank
was always lethal.


She took a
round from her ready rack, loaded and shot at the remaining tank. At the
distance they were fighting and in this kind of terrain it had nowhere to run.
It finished turning, and tried to back away diagonally, but it simply couldn't
escape her. Her shell punched through the glacis plate at an angle and blew
open the side of the tank.


Naya could
not see the hole, but she saw the smoke escaping from the side.


"I see
several potential targets of opportunity." Farwah said.


"Me
too."


Loading an
AP shell from her ready rack, she reoriented the turret and aimed for a pair of
small covered trucks, likely carrying ammunition or fuel for the tanks. She
attacked; a 76mm shell punched through one of their engine blocks and
smashed the truck to bits. So violent was the blast that the windows burst on
the second truck, and its fuel ignited from the fragmentation of her shell. It
went up, scattering pieces over the meadow.


"Naya,
save your AP ammo for tanks. I can help you get an HE round." Farwah said.


"I'll
get it myself." She said. "Just give me a moment to get a good look
around."


Switching
from gun sight to periscope Naya surveyed the meadow. At the far end near the
administration building a collection of Nochtish half-tracks and trucks had
gathered that was all too tempting. They were moving away after the destruction
of the tanks and the stray trucks. All along Chanda's slope there were men in
grey uniforms, lying on the hill or at the bottom, sidling along the backs of
the school buildings, hiding behind the bleachers, hiding in the puddles,
creeping wherever they could to try to break in.


There was
one remaining tank in sight. It had something written on it, and a purple
stripe all around. Its turret was slightly different, a bit more robust and
shapely, and its armor was better sloped than all the flat plates on the other
M5s. It maneuvered back from the meadow, and found itself cover -- a thick slab
of rock with the school plaque on it.


"Good,
get out of my way." She murmured. She turned the gun toward the enemy
rear.


Gritting
her teeth, Naya leaned over the side of her chair and took a high explosive
shell from her storage with both hands. Dull pain built along her hips,
across her arms, all originating from her wracked spine. She thought her body
would lock in that half-out position, but she managed with great care to raise
herself back with her ammo.


She
unlocked the breech, loaded the shell, and returned to her gun sight.


"They're
firing a mortar ahead." Farwah said.


Smoke and
dirt rose up from the ground where the mortars fired, giving them away.


Naya had
her target of opportunity.


A pair of
mortar shells fell harmlessly around the Raktapata.


Its turret
turned to answer. At the sight of it the mortar teams started hitching their
units back to their trucks and scrambling to get away. They were nowhere near fast
enough.


With a roar
from its 76mm KnK-3, the Raktapata at Naya's direction put a high explosive
shell among the mortars, the men, and their vehicles, and engulfed them in
fire, smoke and scattering steel. Nobody ran out from the impact, not a soul
escaped the cloud.


Naya moved
her fingers from the firing lever of the tank gun and tightened them around the
trigger and handle of her machine gun. Using her single-speed traverse she
swung the turret across the slope, and held down the trigger. Red tracer fire
swept along the hill, across the back of the Auxiliary building,
between the bleachers. She could see the tracer shots, every third round,
disappearing into men, plunging into puddles, ricocheting against cement.
Panzergrenadiers dropped and fled and died before the onslaught.


"Flee
if you know what's good for you!" She shouted over the raging machine gun.


Her chest
strained speaking; her muscles throbbed. But she felt power in her hands.










At once the
Panzergrenadier's attack on the school seemed to have had its back broken, and
the sledgehammer responsible looked terribly formidable. Noel knew that he had
lost the tanks that had been sent to the train station, they had reported an
engagement and then failed to report back. Though it could be a radio
problem, he assumed they were dead.


And though
he thought this, he also expected Goblins or Orcs had done it; that they
had attacked from the woods in ambush and killed his men in this way. This was
perhaps the only way an Ayvartan tank had of making good on an engagement with
their Panzers.


Ambush the
unsuspecting column from the woods, roll down to Chanda, get
killed.


That was what
he expected would happen. Spoor agreed. Neither of them worried much. They had
a strong position on this meadow. Goblins and Orcs had to get within 500 meters
to launch frontal attacks, and they were both horribly slow, sizable tanks that
made a lot of ruckus moving around. There would be no more surprises on this
day.


That was
what he expected would happen. He was
grimly, catastrophically wrong.


He had not
expected whatever it was that had closed in on them so brazenly, having
absorbed several anti-tank rounds, taken out his entire blocking platoon of
M5s, and parked itself within plain sight of their entire operation to shoot
them at its leisure.


He had not
expected a thousand-meter shot on Corporal Baudin, and successive attacks on
Montague and Gerat while they sat blocking the approach to the meadow.


He had not
expected it to absorb thousand meter shots from 37mm high-velocity guns.


Noel was,
in an instant, down half his tank strength. And he was the next obvious target.


"Dolph,
Bartosz!" He shouted into the radio.


"Almost
there Captain!" Dolph answered.


Noel grit
his teeth.


"Ivan,
get us out of the middle of this meadow!" He called out. He stuck
obsessively to his periscope, swinging his turret around. There seemed to be
nowhere to hide.


"We'll
use the plaque, it can hide us from its view partially." Ivan shouted
back.


In that
instant the Ayvartan tank's muzzle flashed and a shell cut past the Konigin.


Noel heard
the explosion about a hundred meters behind him.


He crawled
up onto the commander's cupola and through the rearmost vision slit saw a fire
burning fiercely over a light car and the pair of mortars, hastily being
hitched to it.


"Spoor,
please tell me you're not on fire right now." Noel said.


Silence. A
few panicked cries on the Panzergrenadier channel. More silence.


"I
could only wish to be so lucky!" Spoor replied in foul humor.


Noel
breathed a sigh of relief.


Ivan pulled
them back a few dozen meters as quick as the reverse gear would allow, and the
M5A2 slipped behind the school's monument, stamped in black rock.


He had time
to think now. Noel got back on the radio.


"Glad
you're alive, because I wouldn't have even tried to take command in this
sort of anarchy. Colonel you have to get your vehicles out of
here before it shreds any more!"


"I'm
well aware, Skoniec! Engage that tank and I may be able to make good on
it."


Noel didn't
know whether he was afraid or exhilarated to hear that kind of order.


His mouth
worked itself into his little grin, almost by itself. But his laughter was
hollow.


His mind
was suddenly torn. This was score for him. This was how he advanced, how his
prestige, his power, his liberation, would grow -- shooting tanks down. More
notches, more medals. And this beast would be a great score. That is, if he could kill the
thing.


There was
also a sense of pride. Noel had not turned down a gunfight before.


In rickety
old M2s in Tukino, Noel and his men had supported the pocketing attack as part
of the Weiss battalion. They had bested the Lion Tank Brigade, destroying
hundreds of tanks in the process and helping seal the pocket tight. He recalled
the flashes of guns and the instantaneous death and carnage that
accompanied close quarters tankery.


But there
was always the worry that his freedom and grace and everything he had found in
this strange land could be swiped from him in one puff of smoke from one lucky
gun.


"Captain,
I'm ready when you are." Ivan said. There was a trembling in his voice.


Everything
Noel thought, Ivan must have been thinking as well. But Noel couldn't go into
his head. All Ivan had was 'I'm ready when you are'. In turn, all he had
for Ivan was--


"Full
speed ahead, and keep an ear out for my commands."


"Roger!"


There was
no eye contact between them but both of them knew how the other felt.


Ivan
shifted gears, and backed the tank out from behind the monument.


Over the
radio Dolph's excitable voice sounded. "Captain, we're coming!"


From the
rear viewing slit Noel spotted Dolph and Bartosz's tanks, thundering down from
the wooded hills along the southern edge of the school and weaving through
Spoor's retreating vehicles and scrambling men. Noel dropped down from his
cupola and took seat at the gunner's post again. The Konigin started forward.


Noel kissed
his fingers and touched the tank's ready rack for good luck.


"1.
Jagdpanzerzug is in action! Dolph, Bartosz, charge in snake formation!"










"A tank
platoon is coming right at us." Farwah said.


His voice
sounded enviably calm despite the carnage around them.


Naya saw
them. Three M5 lights including that strangely modified tank with the purple
stripe. She could make out the words on it now. Konigin.
She had no idea what it meant. Back in AT training she had been taught that the
kill range of the 37mm gun on Nocht's light tanks was a thousand meters, but
that was against an unprotected anti-tank gun or against a Goblin or an Orc.
Those were the known variables both sides had at the time.


Against the
Raktapata they would have to come much closer. She seized a shell from her
ready rack, loaded it into the breech, looked down the
sight. She grit her teeth.


She
hesitated.


Pulling
the lever, she felt the shell fly.


She missed.


Like a red
comet, the shell flew right past each one of the tanks.


"Went
wide." Naya groaned. "Loading AP!"


Her mind
started to race. She thought her eyes were tricking her.


At first
they had been moving in an ordinary spearhead.


Then they
fell into a column, one tank in front of the other, quite neatly.


She thought
she had them.


Before she
could shoot they started moving.


One tank
going left, one right, one left; weaving across the meadow. They were still
moving in a roughly straight line at her but because they continued to
alternate the direction they were zig-zagging it was hard to draw a bead on any
one tank.


Naya's eyes
went out of focus watching them, her vision grew hazy. Colors started to
blur together. She worked the traverse lever, and the tanks rolled into and out
of her gun sight with dizzying speed. Were they really this fast or was she
just disoriented?


She fired
another round and it soared harmlessly between the approaching tanks.


"Farwah,
move forward, low gear!" Naya said. A stabbing pain started in the back of
her head, and the front, and the sides; she felt short of breath and her pain
was flaring. Whenever she looked down the gunsight it was as if the world was
spinning.


Each
individual bullet of sweat trailing down her face felt like an icy pinprick.


It hurt.
Everything was hurting. Everything hurt.
She gripped; a hand on her machine gun, another on the side of her cannon,
her face half-out of her eyepiece. She gasped.


Naya
mustered all of her willpower, and through the pain, the exhaustion, the wild
swinging of her sight; she raised herself back as straight as she could and she
returned to her gun, holding in a breath, looking down the sight at the
zig-zagging tanks.


The
Raktapata started toward the enemy. Both sides hurtled toward a collision.










Noel's Konigin weaved
easily between his subordinate tanks, sweeping left and right like the belly of
a curling snake. AP shells flew past the formation, soaring at their sides,
flying between them when they separated, and it was almost as if they were
actively dodging the shots, as if they were boxers dancing through a barrage of
punches.


Moving as a
column constantly changing its direction they made for slippery targets.


"You're
doing beautifully, Ivan!" Noel said. He juggled a 37mm round in his hands,
a wild grin on his face. He felt the adrenaline rush through him, and though
his arms felt tighter, and a fearful thrill shook through him whenever he
moved, Noel was excited.


In the
distance the Ayvartan tank grew closer and larger. At first stationary, its
tracks soon started churning mud and it accelerated toward them. This did not
matter.


In a few
moments it would have the honor of being the next notch, the next medal.


Counting
the distance in his head, Noel sought a critical moment. No tank in the
Ayvartan arsenal had the armor to survive an anti-tank attack at close
quarters.


He waited
until they were within several hundred meters of the monster.


"Separate!"
He called out.


His tanks
expertly split from the formation in several directions.


Dolph and
Bartosz hooked right in different angles and at different speeds.


Ivan pushed
the M5A2 a hard left as fast as the motor allowed.


Speeding
forward with abandon, the Ayvartan tank rushed to its own cage.


The Jagdpanzerzug
traced a triangle around their prey, exposing all its weak points.


Noel's tank
curled around the enemy's left side, Dolph pulled quickly away as if
toward the hillsides to cover its right and Bartosz rushed past the
tank and around its rear.


Not once
did it shoot. Their movements were too quick for its gunner.


Maneuvering
this way they had guns on all sides of it and all within 300 meters.


Lumbering
forward the mysterious tank could not escape their line of fire.


"Go
hot!" Noel ordered. He caught the shell he was juggling and loaded it.


He hit
his gun's electric trigger with one hand and reached for a shell with the
other.


Dolph,
Bartosz and Noel unleashed their 37mm guns with practiced synchronicity.


In a second
the grey puddles across the meadow lit up with punishing shellfire.


Achieving
over 800 meters per second the impacts seemed instantaneous.


A sharp
bounce off the gun mantlet on the right side.


A ricochet
off the edge of left track guard at a sharp angle.


Disintegration on
contact with the rear turret armor.


Several shots
flew right over the hull, flatter than it seemed from afar.


Shots that
practically slid off the glacis with the rain water.


Green
tracers that soared skyward harmlessly after finding the armor too resistant.


Other than
a few dents and dings and some smoke staining they had done nothing.


Unharmed
the juggernaut charged through, crossing Noel's gun sight. Absorbing their
gunfire the tank sped up, as if all this time it had been running on
a lower gear. It hurtled full bore away from Bartosz and Noel, its gun trained
forward but breathing no flame.


Noel rammed
the traverse pedals, trying desperately to track it with his turret.


"Dolph,
it's coming right at you!" Noel shouted into the radio.


Dolph's
driver swerved away but the Ayvartan tank shifted and threw its weight
forth.


Metal still
met metal, track against track.


Yet it was
less a hard impact and more like a saber slash from passing cavalry.


At its top
speed the Ayvartan tank swiped Dolph's track near the front, bringing the
weight of its left track guard against the raised drive sprocket and crushing
it, cutting the track in the process. Barely slowed, the
monster seemed to shrug the M5 off its space, tearing past Dolph's track
guard, shoving against the corner of the glacis plate and pushing the tank
almost a meter back over the mud. Turning its hull the tank doubled
back in a shallow turn.


Along with
the hull the tank's turret also turned. Finding a target the gun
depressed.


"Ivan,
Bartosz, move, now!" Noel shouted.


Bartosz'
tank swung violently from its previous course.


When the
Ayvartan tank shot it really was as if it breathed fire.


A bright
red flash propelled a wrathful red tracer.


Noel watched
as the red line met Bartosz's engine compartment.


It flew
with such speed and power it punched through to the other side.


Up the
field a geyser of mud, grass and rainwater rose where the shell detonated.


"Bartosz!
Evacuate the tank right now! Bartosz!"


"We
are unharmed Captain! Evacuating now!" Bartosz replied.


On the side
of Bartosz's engine a hole the size of a fist had been
bored through.


Had the
enemy's gun been any less powerful that shell would have stopped and detonated
inside the compartment, immolating everyone trapped in the tank.


Only the
Konigin was left moving. As his subordinates escaped from their tanks,
Noel quickly loaded and shot at the Ayvartan tank, hoping to draw its
attention.


"Head
for the hills, quickly! I'll take care of this!" Noel said.


For a
second he turned over those words in his own head.


Something
that was half a sigh and half a laugh escaped his lips.


"What's
the plan?" Ivan asked. His voice trembled.


Noel fixed his
gun sight on the Ayvartan tank as the Konigin turned around.


"Spotting
torch and supercharger, now."


"Yes
sir."


Noel shut
off the radio for a moment, and shouted down into the tank's lower hull.


"I
love you. We'll get through this."










"Full
speed Farwah! Ram that guy's side! I want to see his track fly!"


The
Raktapata rumbled past the enemy light tanks hoping to ensnare it.


They had made
too small a cage and used too few arrows to bring it down.


Like a
predator the Raktapata pounced and swiped at the exposed flank of its
isolated prey -- in this case one of the unmodified M5s that had been
moving at a shallow enough angle, far enough away for Farwah to hit. They tore
past the tank, swung around, and Naya saw her opportunity to clear the tanks to
her rear.


Her target
tried to tear away. Her vision swam, but the adrenaline, the excited state of
her breathing, the brimming she felt under the skin, all seemed to work to
suppress the pain and anxiety. Her head was a blank, save for the fighting. And
though her hands shook, she could control the shaking, anticipate the turmoil
of her body, work with it.


It was like
the last mile of a good run, when her body screamed to her that she was human,
and she pushed and pushed beyond the brink until she felt numb for it.


She held
her breath, spun her clumsy turret around just right, and hit her lever.


With a
rumble and a puff of smoke the 76mm KnK-3 unleashed a fresh AP-HE shell.


She spotted
the impact, the smoke; the enemy tank stopped in place.


Her shell
flew right through the engine compartment and exploded outside the tank.


Naya grit
her teeth. She would have to complain about all of this to Chief Ravan.


Regardless
there were only two active tanks left in the struggle for the meadow.


The Konigin
and Raktapata faced each other like two bulls about to clash horns.


Several
hundred meters of distance now separated the combatants.


At once the
Konigin's tracks spun to life. It was bearing its own horns.


"Don't
charge, let him get close if he wants!" Naya shouted.


She was
not a bull with horns to lock and she had charged enough for one day; she
loaded a shell and opened fire without hesitation, hoping to catch her
opponent--


It flew
quite wide, crossing the field and exploding somewhere far. The Konigin
accelerated toward her in that same tricky zig-zagging from before. It looked
much less impressive when a single tank did it. Naya was suddenly confident in
her chances.


She
reloaded. Face glued to her gun sight she obsessively corrected and
corrected, her reticle inching over the tank as it closed in. She reached
out to grab the firing lever.


A sudden
glare drew her away from the lens.


She shook
her head, rubbed her eyes. Tears drew from them.


Looking
back down her sight she spotted the same infernal glare.


"Farwah,
open up with the machine gun, spray over the gun mantlet!"


Naya seized
the trigger of her own machine gun and held it down.


She raised her
head to the periscope to witness her handiwork.


Red machine
gun tracers sprayed across the face of the Konigin, peppering every centimeter
of the gun mantlet with dozens of rounds per second. Vision slits closed
up quickly; at this distance Naya could see it buttoning up. There was a
short-lived sparking from the tank's face as the light it was shining burst in
its little socket.


Satisfied
she returned to her gun sight and found herself able to see again.


At under
300 meters the Konigin stopped zig-zagging.


It
accelerated, hurtling toward the Raktapata like a bullet.


Naya had
never seen an armored vehicle go that fast.


She reached
for the firing lever and pulled it. Her gun sight shook with the force of her
attack, but the shell soared across the field once again as the Konigin
slipped past her.


Such was
its speed that it cleared her gun sight entirely and vanished.


Dumbfounded,
she rose to her periscope.


"It's
sliding? Skidding? How is that possible?" Naya shouted.


"It's
hydroplaning I think." Farwah said matter-of-factly.


She hit the
turret traverse, but found it suddenly unresponsive. There was a hitching noise
from the hydraulics. Her traverse gear lever felt light, and she pulled it back
and forward without seemingly any effect on the turret. It was completely
stuck now.


At her side
she heard mud and water splashing over the hull.


The
Konigin drifted right behind her tank.










"Supercharge!"


"Roger!"


Noel could
feel the tank hitch a little as it switched to its top gear and the
supercharging solution made its way into the engine. Wa Pruf 6's supercharger
technology injected a fluid into the motor to burn more fuel and draw more
power. There was a danger of burn-out but Noel did not consider it. As the
Konigin sped up he focused on his target.


Their
Monster remained rooted in place and started lobbing shells their way.


Any hit
from that gun meant death, at any range. They could not be hit.


Meanwhile
there was only one range in which their gun was effective.


The Konigin
hurtled toward the enemy, picking up substantially more speed as another
shell flew past. Noel felt the movement of the tank as if there was wind going
by.


"Cut
track power intermittently on my signal." Noel said.


Ivan hardly
needed a signal. Airing the intention was enough to start the maneuver.


At full
speed the Konigin gently started a turn.


Noel gave
the signal; a kiss into the mic once again.


Expertly
handling the sticks, Ivan cut track power and led the tank into a skid.


Though
muddy, the meadow earth was not soft nor was it sinking like the softer earth closer
to the river. Over fairly hard ground the slick coating of mud and water acted
as a layer between the tracks that could be troublesome for amateurs -- or an
asset for aces.


Swinging in
a close circle around the enemy tank, the Konigin overtook its sides. They
brushed close enough that the sweeping mud and water from the tank's dramatic
slide splashed all over the enemy's green hull. Their enemy's turret was
motionless.


Noel took
his first shot against the side of the tank and smashed one of the wheels off
the track. Now this monster would be down a foot and unable to respond to the
chase.


Seconds
later the vehicle cleared the length of the hull and started closing the
circle.


Ivan hit
the brake and they came to a stop within 10 meters of the tank.


They were
almost close enough to see the numbers on the back of the engine.


Now the
Konigin was directly behind its prey and poised to bite the jugular.


Noel
depressed the gun, aiming straight through the engine block.


A wicked
grin on his face, he loaded an armor piercing shell and clicked his trigger.


They were
so close that there was no flight, no shell trajectory, just a steel fist
striking.


A loud,
pathetic clank issued as the 37mm APCB shell spun off the tank's rear.


"Hashem
defend us." Noel said, the uncharacteristic words slipping through his
cold-feeling lips. His fingers shook. It was all-around armored, too much for
his gun.


There was a
terrible noise like steel grinding.


Swinging
unnaturally quick the enemy's turret completed a turn.


It pointed
the gun directly at him.


Noel
dropped down from his chair to the hull floor.


Overhead a
red tracer punched through his gun and out the back of the turret.


Metal
sprayed everywhere; sparks flew as the electrical equipment for the turret
traverse was pierced by fragments. Shells fell off the ready rack one by one
and he waited for each to explode upon him, cringing and crying out with every
round that hit the floor.


None of
them did. He looked to his side and saw Ivan pulling back the sticks.


"Noel!"
He cried out. The Konigin groaned to life, backing slowly away.


Noel wanted
to cry out to him but an explosion silenced him.


There was a
blast nearby and a fizzing sound.


He could
have sworn it was his fuel burning, but that was not the noise.


He rushed
to the front of the tank and looked out the vision slit.


A cloud of
smoke covered the front of the monster tank.


Dolph's
voice sounded suddenly. "We will not desert you, Captain!"


"Take
this opportunity and run!" Colonel Spoor shouted on the radio.


Noel popped
open the front hatch entirely, looking out into the rain.


Crouched at
the tank's sides, Dolph and Bartosz threw smoke grenades and
Panzerwurfmines with all their strength, all of which bounced off the tank to
little avail or did not even connect with it, but many of which seemed at least
to blind and confuse the beast. Rifle rounds flew suddenly off the turret
sides as the Panzergrenadiers left over took shots at it while
retreating. More smoke shells started to fall; Spoor had set another mortar
to help cover their escape. Everything the Panzergrenadiers had left they were
throwing at the tank in the hope that Noel could escape. He was speechless.


"Get
on top, we've still got some engine!" Ivan shouted at Dolph and Bartosz.
They had their crews with them -- drivers and radio operators. All six of them
climbed on.


Under the
cover of the thick smoke and random fire the Konigin reversed.


"Captain
Skoniec, we are retreating! We must regroup and await reinforcement."


Noel barely
heard Spoor's voice on the radio. Everything that happened was catching up to
him as the Ayvartan monster became smaller in the Konigin's front vision slit.


He had been
defeated. Perhaps not by the enemy tanker, but he had been defeated.


"One
more mortar barrage--"


Colonel
Spoor cut out suddenly on the radio. Noel heard a sharp noise.


There was a
massive explosion in the Panzergrenadier's rear area.


Noel,
staring out into the smoke, saw another monstrous outline.










"Track's
out! We can't move!"


Almost as
soon as Farwah reported this the enemy tank got around their rear.


Naya
slammed the single-speed traverse lever, desperately tugging on it.


There was
nothing, her turret refused to move.


She felt
something slam the back of the tank.


But she was
not dead yet -- that was a good sign at least.


Naya threw
all her weight onto the lever.


Crunching
noises issued from all around her -- turret finally spun around.


Once again
the Konigin appeared in her sights, larger than ever before.


Muttering a
prayer she loaded the gun and fired.


A hole the size of her head opened front to back on the enemy
turret.


No
explosion inside the tank, nor out of it. A dud round. It hadn't even ignited
the enemy's ammunition for a kill. She reached out her hand for a new shell--


Her back
locked up suddenly. A piercing agony spread through her sinews as if her
very blood was covered in thorns, lashing under her skin. She bent forward
over her gun, gasping for air, feeling her stomach acutely as she embraced
herself. She dug her fingers into her upper arms and felt like she
had been pressed into an iron maiden.


Several
objects hit the turret around her. Naya rocked back and forth on her chair.


Below her
the front hatch opened. Farwah cut the engine and peered out.


He rushed
back inside the tank, coughing, and crawled out to the floor under the turret.


He stood
beside her and said, "Smokescreen. Naya we're sitting ducks."


"I'm
sorry." Naya said. Her eyes welled up with tears. She grit her teeth.


"I'll
help you shoot." Farwah said.


Naya nodded
her head. She tried to pull her arms from her body, to straighten out.


It hurt,
like nothing had ever hurt. All feeling was obliterated by the pain.


She had
reached her limit. She felt like she would never move again. She wept.


Farwah
clumsily tried to take a shell but he could not seem to get it between the
breech bumper and the feeding tray. He fumbled, sliding it in at poor angles
several times.


He dropped
the shell entirely when a loud explosion went off down the meadow.


"Naya!
Hold on, we're here to help too!"


Naya looked
up in disbelief at the voice she heard on the radio.


It was
Lila, the medic girl, the food serving girl. Lila Bennewitz.


"The 152mm Mandeha self-propelled gun is at your
disposal!"


That voice
was Isa. Farwah raised his own head, his eyes lighting up.


Something
rather large trundled past them on the meadow.










"Monster!"
screamed the Panzergrenadiers. "Monster! Retreat! We can't stop it!"


Men charged
down the meadow as fast as their legs could carry them. Vehicles took off the
very second the last leg of the last man that fit inside them touched the cargo
beds.


In the
middle of the retreat area a massive shell hit the ground and erupted.


A truck
went up in flames despite being several meters from the impact.


From the
smoke emerged a massive tank, with a gun thicker than any the Panzergrenadiers
had seen. Atop a heavy, flat body, the tank boasted a gargantuan box of a
turret, a comical discrepancy in pictures but horrific to witness in the steel
flesh. Nearly four meters tall it dwarfed even the beast that the reliable
Captain Skoniec had fallen to, and they could not hope to challenge it. Every
man that could made his speedy retreat.


In the
middle of the meadow, the newly arrived monster tank took several pot shots at
the retreating vehicles. A Sd.Fkz. Squire carrier went up in
flames despite a wide miss from the 152mm shell; a motorcycle got stuck in the
mud and was abandoned, the men choosing instead to run on foot for their very
lives. Captain Skoniec's Konigin bolted away. An unconscious Colonel
Spoor was dragged into his staff car and escaped.


When the
smoke cleared, under the unceasing rain, the two monsters of Camp Vijaya
stood sentinel in the middle of the rain, having now driven back the assault.


For the
moment, Chanda General School was safe from the enemy. 







 
























33. Pebbles In The Path


 


53rd of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


Dbagbo
Dominance, Town of Benghu -- Chanda General School


Shells
crashed, cannons roared, rifles cracked, men shouted; meanwhile Aarya sang.


Soon as her
hands linked behind Zaheer's little back, and his head settled against her
chest, and she felt his vulnerable little breaths, she began to sing. She
paused only to gather the briefest of breaths. She had offered him a song, and
she mustered all of her strength to make it a song that could outlast the
hostilities. Her singing was continuous.


At first she
sang the traditional songs that she remembered, hitting the notes and
overturning the lyrics with her tongue as she had been taught, but as the
noises grew louder, closer, and more determined she found herself unable to
compete. While she held Zaheer against her chest her songs became indistinct
syllables riding simple melodies.


She found
herself straining to crescendo in the wake of several close blasts,
and falling almost to a whimper when there was peace around her. LA LA LA LA LA; la la la la la. She felt the ground rumble from the impacts of artillery,
from the striking of stray tank shells. These forces crawled through her
wounded hip every time, finding their way through the ground and into her
flesh, sending sharp pangs of pain across her body.


Through every
sudden stab of agony Aarya strained to continue singing.


In this little
island rocking amid the storm she had lost all track of time.


Aarya did not
know whether there were winners or losers yet in this conflict.


But the
noises came from seemingly everywhere now; it was not one-sided
anymore.


One way or
another she felt that her fate would be decided very soon.


She looked
down, feeling her stomach turn over with a sudden anxiety.


No, she
thought; it was not just her fate alone, not anymore.


Zaheer was
quiet and still against her chest. When she looked at him his eyes were eerily
blank. He was overwhelmed by everything. He had a condition -- she did not know
what it was, but she knew that he dealt with things differently than other
children. Whenever the world became too loud or too bright or too fast for him,
he would withdraw. He had never fled the way he did; but everything about today was unique.


She still
cursed herself for not paying him better attention. They could have both been
safe in the supply depot with the rest of the children and the adults; with
Darshan. With the soldiers to protect them. But it was not to be; at least now
she could comfort him.


Though she
wanted to tell him that she would take care of him, keep him safe, that she
would never forget him again, she instead continued to sing. Outside the noise
intensified.


"Are they
gonna stop soon Ms. Balarayu?" Zaheer said, shutting his eyes.


She did not
answer; she continued to sing. She pulled him closer, laying her head over his
shoulder and rocking him in her arms a little. He squeezed her harder in
response.


Aarya heard a
clanging of metal on metal directly behind her.


She turned her
head to face the shutters.


There was a
ladder, a metal, extendable ladder, outside the window. It had hit the open
shutters when going up. Aarya became paralyzed in her little corner,
holding Zaheer, her head turned over her shoulder. She felt a quivering in the
center of her chest. She stopped singing. He noticed, looked up at her. He
tugged on her shirt a little.


"Ms.
Balarayu? Are you ok?"


Clanging
footsteps on the metal; one, two, one, two.


"Ms.
Balarayu? Say something, please!"


"Zaheer,
show me how you hid under the desks like you did before."


She looked
down at him with a false smile on her face, as if it was a game.


Zaheer knew it
wasn't; his expression was deadly serious. But he nodded his head, crawled off
her lap, and slipped under the stack of desks in the corner of the room.


Aarya stood
and made for the broom closet.


She ripped
open the closet and withdrew the classroom broom.


Clang, clang,
one, two, one two. Footsteps on metal. Handholds.


Aarya snuck up
on the window.


She saw the
hands first, seizing the handholds just over the window.


On one gloved,
grey-sleeved hand, she saw a pistol and nearly shrieked; and on the other hand
a pair of cutters big enough to snap the individual shutters in two big
bites.


She saw the
peak of the helmet, and she waited briefly for the face.


It was not an
Ayvartan face; it was not the face of a rescuer. A young face, a
blue-eyed, blond face, a pale-pink face; perhaps in another circumstance, a
lovely face. But in this circumstance it was a grim face, covered in dirt
and smelling of death, and when the lips parted the man shouted words she
did not understand, like fearful eldritch curses.


Aarya drew in
a breath and threw herself blindly forward.


Holding the
broom by the handle with both hands close to the bristled bottom end, she
shoved the handle out between the shutters, pulling back and thrusting in
furious stabbing motions, slashing across the shutter with fearful sweeps,
striking her everywhere she could. She smashed the man in the eye, then his his
teeth, his nose. There was blood that burst from him over the open shutters,
splashing them brown.


Her hip felt
like it had torn open but she swiped and thrust and smashed through the pain
without thinking, swallowing every sound she thought she would make.


Groaning unintelligibly,
the man dropped his tools then fell backward off the ladder.


He landed at
an angle, his head rocking violently as he hit the floor. Stiff and
unresponsive he rolled down the muddy slide that Chanda's hill had become.
Ferried there by the mud, he came to lie at the foot of the hill, curled up
like a newborn.


Aarya's stomach
churned. She clamped her hands over her mouth, feeling bile rise.


He was dead, a
soldier was dead. She killed one of the imperialists; killed a person.


Aarya stared
at where the body had fallen. More people ran into her field of view. They had
guns and they were crowding at the bottom of the staircase, looking
incredulously skyward. She thought she felt their eyes lock with hers, and she
stepped back.


Gunfire
sounded from below. Aarya dropped the broom and fell to the ground, hitting her
hip again. She curled on her side, hugging herself and gritting her teeth with
pain.


Helplessly she
stared up from the floor; but she saw nothing hit the shutters. No bullets flew
past, nothing ricocheted against the panes. They were not shooting at her.


She crawled to
the window and helped herself up. She saw the carnage outside.


Several tanks
lay smoking. One tank, painted a dark coat of green, moved into the field
opposing the enemy, and it swung its turret wildly and cast long bursts of
machine gun bullets across the slope and the buildings. Men fled from it,
leaving behind the ladder and rushing downhill into the grass. More enemy tanks
moved to fight off the green tank with the hexagonal turret. She watched,
transfixed, as the machines hurtled toward each other, as they wove around, as
they clashed. Aarya winced at the cannon blasts, as if she felt the muzzle
flashes and the howls of each shot as if beside her own head.


In rapt
attention she watched as the green tank outfought all of the grey ones.


Zaheer
appeared at her side. She felt his hand take hers, but she couldn't look away.


Nocht fled;
trucks hitched away their evil guns; cars rushed out of sight as fast as their
wheels could take them; men careened across the field and jumped into the backs
of moving vehicles seconds before they set off. Only one tank had survived the
green tank and it fled with a perforated turret and a dozen men huddling for
cover atop its hull.


Atop the green
tank, standing wounded but triumphant in the middle of the meadow, a hatch
opened. People arrived and helped pull someone up from inside the tank, and
they produced an object from a medical bag and stuck her with it. She seized
up, and writhed, and she heard the woman shout. Her posture soon softened,
however, and people started to carry her toward the school. They carried her around
the slope.


Soon as they
brought her around the Auxiliary building, Aarya saw her face.


She brought
her hands up to her mouth and she started to weep uncontrollably.


She recognized
her; with her sporty cheek-length black hair, her locks messy, blunt ended,
longer on the sides and shorter on the back; her deep brown skin and slightly
round face, her lips, the upper thinner than the lower, the long bridge of
her nose--


That was her;
Naya Oueddai had come here. She had come and saved them all.


 










Nocht's
retreat from the meadow left a palpable silence in Chanda, but most of its
defenders heard an irregular tinnitus in their ears even in the absence of
gunfire. It took a bit of time for the base even to realize that it had been
relieved at all. At first the defenders in the campus proper believed the
slackening of the enemy attack signaled only a calm before the storm -- the
enemy would reorganize, and push back harder.


Everyone clung
to their positions, never once believing that the fight could end quickly
or decisively. Lone submachine guns puttered here and there as jumpy shuja believed they had seen a sign of the enemy. Captain
Agrawal continued to transmit orders to hold. Eyes peeled on their doors,
windows and corners, the defenders maintained a shaky discipline. Fear of the
enemy was the bond that kept them fixed in place and fighting.


Then they
heard from the tanker in the field: a new ally had suddenly entered the fight.


Almost as soon
as this was transmitted the fight was over. Impromptu scouts probed the
campus and reported no sign of active enemy combatants. Defenders emerged
from their buildings and ambled to the field in a daze. There were corpses
everywhere, men burnt to a crisp, perforated by fragments, crushed under
overturned vehicles or lying in the smashed wrecks of others. Shell
craters a meter or more wide dotted the landscape, forming pools of mud and
water and blood. Several wrecked enemy tanks lay near one another close to the
center of the meadow, surrounding the hunters they fell prey to.


Men and women
raised their faces skyward, washing blood and filth from their faces and
rubbing the rain on their eyes. But when they turned to the field again the
apparitions had not gone -- there were two tanks there that nobody on campus
could identify. Their crews exited the vehicles and tended to one another in
their own little world. One tank was quickly verified to belong to the comrade
responsible for most of the carnage, while the much larger one had arrived
later and mostly spooked the already fleeing enemy.


In the
administration building, Dr. Agrawal's radio came alive again with a new voice.


"This is
unit Vijaya. Hang tight, Chanda. We're coming to help with your
evacuation."


Dr. Agrawal
had not ordered an evacuation, but it was an idea with immediate appeal.


From the back
of the school the recon troops' cars and the ambulance truck wheeled out, and
they were soon joined by the half-tracks of Camp Vijaya. Commanders from both
sides exchanged handshakes and thanks; Dr. Agrawal thought that without the aid
of this Captain Rajagopal and her troops she would have certainly died this
day.


After a brief
conversation in sign language, they set about coordinating the work.


Wounded from
Chanda were looked after, woken up or carried out, and then gingerly loaded
onto the vehicles. Vijaya and Chanda's tractors, half-track trucks and cars
formed a convoy that could bear about 50 people back to the Benghu
train station at a time. More or less people could be loaded depending on how
well they (or their injuries) responded to riding in a cramped space with ten
to twenty other people.


Injured
personnel were taken first in order of severity; after them, it would be the
turn of children and noncombatants, and then finally the rest. Moving at the
speed of its slowest components, and having forewarned all involved parties of
the action through the radio, the convoy managed to travel to the train
station, unload, and return to Chanda within thirty to forty minutes. Two trips
and then a final one-way trip were scheduled.


While the
first group of evacuees traveled out, Chanda's freshly injured
defenders lined up to receive first aid for their battle wounds and then await
their turn on the convoy.


Meanwhile,
anyone healthy enough for labor was gathered and organized to form
cleanup details. These small groups varied in how sanitary their work
would be. Under the rain they ran through the halls and combed through the
courtyard and field.


Nochtish
corpses were piled up, with their dog tags visible on them so they could be
identified. It was clear to everyone that this place would be given up to
Nocht. They could find their dead there and do with them what they wished after
that.


Ayvartan
corpses were bagged up; if the convoy had the time and the space, they would be
evacuated last. It was miserable work, but there was no shortage of volunteers
willing to do it. Nobody wanted to leave their comrades behind -- even in
death.


Lists were
printed and copied quickly while there was still power to the campus, and
everyone who left was marked off, until they were completely certain nobody had
been left behind. A bonfire was started in every office, and all documents
that were not necessary or crucial were burnt. Everything else was boxed and
taken out.


Soldiers threw
grenades into the supply room and cooked off any remaining ammunition that
could not be taken. Grenades were also employed to great effect against
facilities and items that the enemy could use, such as medical equipment, the
diesel-guzzling power generator in the back of the school, and any radios too
heavy to take.


Chanda was
stripped as bare as it could be. About all that was left behind were the desks
upon which children wrote and drew and spread open their books, and the
detritus of the battle. Spent shell casings, chipped wood and cement, grime and
blood and glass. As the evening neared there was not a soul wandering the
gloomy halls.


Amid the
retreat, however, a few wavering souls managed to find support.


 


Shebelle Outskirts -- 8th
PzD FOB


Schicksal burst
suddenly into the medical tent, long rivulets of water dripping from her hood
and rubber galoshes. There were several beds inside the tent, hidden
behind a screen that divided the room into two areas and kept crates of
medicines and tools apart from sick patients. Schicksal saw movement and a
few overlapping shadows behind the curtains. She stomped up to the
dividing line and struck the curtain with her fist.


"Heinrich!
What is the condition of the Captain and Colonel?" Schicksal shouted.


Medic
Evangeline Heinrich unceremoniously parted the curtains and stepped out in
front of Schicksal. She rolled her eyes and extended her arm toward the back of
the room, pointing the roll of gauze bandage in her hand towards the
beds and their occupants.


"Calm
down. Stop making so much noise, it's annoying. They're both alive and stable
as you can see. Captain Skoniec's only got flesh wounds; Spoor's just lost
a bit of blood."


Spoor seemed
to be asleep in his bed, and there were two other men occupying the remaining
beds; Noel Skonieczny was awake and shirtless. Cuts on his shoulder and one on
the side of his chest had been dressed, and a little red could be seen on the
bandages. A bruise on the side of his head had been rubbed with
a gel, probably arnica. There was an odd gap in the middle of his chest, a place
where his sternum and a few ribs seemed to sink. It must have been congenital,
rather than a battle wound.


He had a
gloomy look on his face. Schicksal thought he looked almost nymph-like in this
state of undress -- slim, insubstantial, with soft round shoulders and a unique
chest, his girlish and pretty face appeared a perfect match for his
stature and silhouette.


Behind him,
his driver sat in a chair between the Captain's bed and the Colonel's, his
eyes shifting between Noel and the floor, and he drummed his fingers against
his own chest.


Everyone
seemed to have survived the ordeal. Schicksal sighed audibly with
relief. There wouldn't be another Kunze just yet. She doubled over,
feeling dazed.


Evangeline
crossed her arms and glared at her. "Are you still drunk, Schicksal?"


"Hey!
Shut up!" Schicksal said. She arranged several locks of wet hair behind
her ears, panting with her head bowed almost to the level of her hips. She
spoke slowly. "I'm perfectly cognizant, you uppity brat. I had to run
across the whole camp to get here because of you. I get word these two had
gotten back, but fifteen minutes and nobody can tell what their condition
is, what do you think I would've imagined? After Kunze?"


"It's not
my job to report every arrival to the HQ." Evangeline said dismissively.


Schicksal
glared back at her. "These guys are a little too important for that
excuse!"


"You're
welcome for the seltzer by the way!" Evangeline said, raising her
voice.


"You're
looking more lively, Schicksal!" Noel nervously interjected, raising his
hand between the two of them. He flashed a little smile and a v-sign with his
fingers.


Both the Medic
and the Radio girl blew off some steam and tentatively disengaged.


"I've had
to be to stay on top of things." Schicksal said, turning a small smile to
him. "So, Captain: we're going to need a report on everything that
happened. How are you doing?"


"I'm
beat. In more ways than one." Noel replied. "Not a good
feeling."


"How are
your men doing?" Schicksal asked.


Noel pointed
over his shoulder almost dismissively. "Ivan's untouched. Dolph lost some
blood, he will be fine. Bartosz took a few bruises on the way here, entirely
his fault for clinging on to the back of the tank all wrong. Everyone else is
fine. We got through it."


Schicksal
nodded. She half-turned and gave Evangeline a conspiratorial look.


"Is he
fine?" She whispered, while Noel stared distractedly at the front of the
tent.


"Physically
he is. Bruise in the side of the eyebrow socket, bruise in the upper back,
a few cuts on the torso. No fragments; he's clear to go already."
Evangeline said.


"I don't
mean to intrude, but did you check his chest?" Schicksal said.


Evangeline
raised her hands aggressively. "Of course I did!"


"What are
you two chirping about?" Noel said in a mock whisper.


Schicksal
turned around innocently, her hands behind her back, rocking a bit on her feet.
She smiled, and tried to, as gingerly as possible, point to his chest without
admitting that she was actually meaning to ask about it. He looked at her
quizzically for a moment, and Evangeline looked at her the same; Noel then
seemed to divine the problem.


"Oh,
this? My chest has been like this since puberty. I don't know what caused
it, but to be honest, I think it's a good feature." Noel said. "Look
at this; when I hug my chest like a model in one of those bawdy nouveau pictures it gives an impression of small
breasts."


He went on to
do the pose as he described it, hugging his bare arms tightly around his chest,
and turning bedroom eyes toward the wall. He puckered his lips and batted
his eyelashes, and turned on his hips. Schicksal and Evangeline stared in
awkward confusion.


At that
moment, the tent flaps parted again and General Dreschner walked inside.


"Captain
Skoniec, good to see you up, I require a full report--"


He paused.
Noel continued to hug his chest demurely as if actually covering breasts.


General
Dreschner turned to Schicksal instead. "How is the Colonel holding
up?"


Evangeline
spoke up. "He lost some blood to a fragment injury, but he will be
fine."


Noel stopped
fooling around, and slipped his dress shirt back on, buttoning it up.


"Old man
got lucky; there were at least three instances he nearly died." He
said.


"You are
your usual energetic self I see." Dreschner said. "What happened in
Benghu?"


Noel averted
his eyes. "Our intelligence guys missed some elephants in those
woods."


Once he got
the last button, Noel threw his black jacket over his shoulders. He did not put
his arms through the sleeves just yet. He wore it more like a blanket or cape
instead. Staring at the floor, rocking back and forth gently, he
expounded on his cryptic response. Though his tone of voice was obviously
tired and dejected, he was serious, clear and concise and speaking no nonsense.
Schicksal was impressed -- and worried. Clearly the events in Benghu
had rattled his vibrant, giddy confidence. He had a dire picture to paint.


"We
destroyed about thirteen Ayvartan AFVs, captured a couple dozen soldiers; it
was going very well at first. We chopped up a blocking position, made it to the
town, cut around east and tried to capture the rail yard and a school that
was likely a supply depot. We almost had the school. Things went awry quite
suddenly. We divided our forces; then one Ayvartan tank appeared out of nowhere
and wiped us all out. We lost every last AFV and many men."


"Except
the Strike Ranger." Dreschner said. "I saw it parked here. You
returned in it."


"Technically,
but the gun's dead, the hull's compromised. We limped away; we lost."


A shadow
seemed to settle over Dreschner's face. Schicksal recalled the reports from
Bada Aso, where singular Ayvartan tanks, unidentified, were blamed for
devastating tactical reverses. One tank, taking out five or six by itself.
Dreschner dismissed these accounts as myth conjured by panicked, demoralized
men under too much pressure to perform. Schicksal herself had never seen
conclusive photos or analysis. Now however, they were forced to confront the
situation themselves. Noel did not look like a myth-maker here.


"And you
say only one tank did this?" Dreschner asked, a hand over his chin.


"I only
fought one. A second unidentified tank appeared later, but I didn't see
it."


Dreschner
grunted. "Then describe the tank that you fought to me, Captain."


Schicksal
wondered how anyone was supposed to glean enough information to reply to that
question; it's not as if Noel had taken a look at the blueprints! To her
surprise however Noel had apparently been compiling a datasheet in his head the
entire time.


"Gun was
definitely around 75 mm bore; front armor was bouncing off 37 mm rounds even at
point blank range so I think we're looking at 80 mm armor up front, and maybe
even 50 mm in back. Judging by its speed relative to us, it was probably
doing 50 km/h. It was a bit more compact than an M4 Sentinel but definitely
much better armored."


Dreschner
rubbed his gloved hand over his mouth. Schicksal heard his gloves scraping on
the stubble that had grown around his mouth and over his chin the past few
days.


"What
you're describing to me is not a 4th Generation tank." Dreschner finally
said.


"Nope."
Noel laughed a little nervously. "I'm thinking we need new
nomenclature."


"You
understand, Captain Skoniec, that I find it very difficult to believe that
Ayvarta has produced a 5th Generation tank that can run and isn't just a lazy
wooden mockup built by a bored old man in a nationalized factory somewhere in
the desert." Dreschner said.


Noel looked
up. He had that shark-like grin of his from cheek to cheek. "Well then;
why don't you go see it for yourself General? I guarantee it will be
easier to believe then."


Dreschner
turned his cheek, arms crossed. His gaze fell to the floor. "Point
taken."


Schicksal felt
the room growing tense, and friction developing. This was Captain Skoniec, not
any ordinary grunt, but he was still saying fanciful things that nobody wanted
to believe were true. Could this have just been a big Goblin? Nobody wanted to
believe that the Ayvartans could have leapfrogged them in technology like this.


Silence
started to settle, but Dreschner's gaze did not. Schicksal watched him crane
his neck and stare over Noel's shoulder, finding his driver, Ivan,
seated behind him and spending his time fidgeting. There was a glint in his
eyes. He took an interest in the young man and pointed him out, taking a few
steps around Noel's bed to meet him.


"Sergeant,
you bore witness to all of this. Do you support the Captain's assertions?"


Barely a
second had passed since Dreschner asked his question when Ivan nodded his head.
From his chair, he saluted the General, his other hand forming a fist over his
heart.


"Sir!
General sir!" His saluting hand was shaking a
little. Despite his rapid response he was obviously nervous. Noel looked over
his shoulder at him from the bed -- it was this gesture that seemed to finally
draw some words from the Sergeant. "Sir, General; I had a close view of
the events, and corroborate everything Captain Skoniec has just said."


Raising his
voice, responding with greater alacrity, Dreschner launched into a barrage of
questions that surprised the Sergeant and everyone in the room with their
vehemence.


"What do
you make of the Captain, Sergeant Tyszka? How does he treat you? How did you
synchronize during the battle? You're the only person in that tank with him; do
you feel privy to his thoughts and actions? Does Captain Skoniec's gaze
right now intimidate you? Is it familiar or alien to you? Tell me; what emotion
does his gaze invoke in you?"


Noel rolled
his eyes and averted his gaze from Ivan to deny Dreschner that fodder. The
General must have thought that they had rehearsed their words. Schicksal
found that a slightly cruel implication to make, but it seemed to annoy
Noel more than it offended him.


Schicksal
thought to say something, but she kept quiet. This was a charged discussion.


Dreschner was
prying; the Sergeant was putting on a brave face but Schicksal found it plain
to see that he was withering under the General's gaze. His face void of
emotion, his hands clapped behind his back, Dreschner stood tall in front of
the bed and waited. Sergeant Tyszka opened and his closed his mouth several
times, going over his words.


What did
Dreschner want from him? Did he really think Noel was lying about all this?


"Tell him
the truth, Ivan." Noel said suddenly, crossing his arms and acting aloof.


Dreschner
stared at him sidelong, but quickly turned his gaze back on Sergeant
Tyszka.


Meanwhile the
Sergeant nodded, and raised his head to the General. Locking eyes with
Dreschner looked like it was a monumental feat. Schicksal saw his chest rise
and fall.


"Sir,"
Sergeant Tyszka smiled bashfully and finally said, "it
empowers me, sir. His gaze, that is. It is affirming to work with Captain
Skoniec. He is without equal in tank combat, and he is compassionate and a
very good leader. I feel safe and strong at his side."


There was a
warm pink glow over Noel's cheeks and ears as his driver spoke of him.


"Well!
Fair enough, Sergeant," replied the General, an amused smile on his
face.


All of the
tension in the room seemed to dissipate as Dreschner let the topic go.


Was that just
a test then? She supposed it called back to the time he let her collect
information around the base that he must have surely already known. Dreschner
seemed to believe he would get more honest feedback through trickery than by
asking honestly. It irritated her a little to think that was the reason; but
perhaps it came with the rank. And perhaps it was a response to everyone's
meekness toward him -- including her own.


Nevertheless,
with the interrogation ended the mood considerably lightened in the tent.


General
Dreschner turned from Ivan back to Noel. "I'm willing to put stock in your
assessment of the threat, Captain Skoniec. But you must tell me some good news; the attack on Shebelle is flagging at
the second defensive line. Ten and Fifteen are in position in
Gollaprollou, but cannot move until we have Benghu. How do we proceed?"


Leaning back
against the bedrest, Noel grinned again, narrowing his eyes.


He shrugged
comically as if none of that was his problem.


"The crew
of that tank are amateurs, if that comforts you any." He said.


 


Benghu -- Chanda General
School


Dr. Agrawal
produced a handkerchief from her pocket and presented it to her pupil.


"Bite
down on this and try to keep steady, Elena."


Elena looked
at the rag and at her with wide-open, fearful eyes; Dr. Agrawal couldn't blame
her for it. They were completely short on drugs and did not even have as much
as a drink of brandy available to soothe Elena. Her upper arm had absorbed a
pistol shot from the side, and the Doctor had to extract the remains of the
bullet. Both of them had performed this procedure several times on others; but
never on Elena herself of course.


"I
understand it hurts, but you know we can't leave it there."


"Yes. I
know. It's silly isn't it? I ran out into the field, got shot; and I'm more
anxious about a little visit to the doctor for this bullet, than I was about
all of that." Elena said.


"That's
adrenaline for you." Dr. Agrawal smiled. It wasn't silly; it was human.


With her good
hand, Elena took the handkerchief, and stuffed it into her mouth.


"I'll try
to be ginger and quick." Dr. Agrawal said.


She sat beside
Elena, atop a teacher's desk in one of the auxiliary building's lower
classrooms. There was a massive hole behind them, punched into the wall through
relentless shelling -- a quality desirable and convenient at the moment.
It allowed the Doctor to turn her head and see out to the field where her
troops were evacuating.


From her coat,
the doctor withdrew a pair of scissors and cut Elena's sleeve.


She saw the
bullet wound, biting into the deltoid. Blood still trickled from it.


"I'm
going to clean it." Dr. Agrawal said. She raised a canteen
of collected rainwater in front of Elena's face so that the girl could see
it. She touched the canteen on her nose so that Elena could feel the
temperature, and sloshed it so she knew the volume more or less.


Elena met her
eyes and nodded her head in acknowledgment.


"It's
cold. Is that ok, Elena?" Dr. Agrawal warned.


Elena nodded
again, closing her eyes and biting down on the rag.


Dr. Agrawal
tipped the contents over the wound. Elena almost jumped forward.


"I'm
going to cut a little. Please try to stay still. It will hurt less than if I
try to get the tweezers into the wound without an incision." Dr. Agrawal
said in a gentle voice.


Elena nodded
her head, her jaw quivering.


The Doctor set
aside her scissors and canteen. As quickly and carefully as possible, she laid
a scalpel on the wound and made a precise incision to reveal the affected
area as a whole. Elena bowed her head, squeezing on her leg with her good hand
to cope with the pain.


"Are you
ok? I'm extracting it now." Setting down the bloody scalpel, Dr. Agrawal
withdrew her forceps, spread the wound a bit, and then pulled the bullet from
Elena's arm using a blunt-ended, long pair of tweezers. She dropped
the bullet on the floor.


"It's
out. You will be ok." Dr. Agrawal said. She had this kind of tone with all
of her patients, regardless of their knowledge of the procedure. Even though
Elena knew everything that would happen and in the order it would happen, the
lack of anesthetic, the bloody nature of the procedure, it would all throw her
emotions into chaos. An affirming, gentle word, warnings at every step; making
her feel included, acknowledged, and safe.


This did not
just work with children. Adults liked to be treated this way as well.


Breathing
heavily, eyes tearing up, Elena endured as the wound was sealed, cleaned again,
and finally dressed. Doctor Agrawal procured a medical sling to keep Elena's
arm set in place. She urged Elena to stand up from the desk; her patient and
pupil withdrew the rag from her mouth, set it on the table, and stood up. She
bowed her head to her.


"Thanks."
She said. Her voice was still trembling a little from the pain and anxiety.


"I should
thank you, for being so brave." Dr. Agrawal replied.


Elena chest
rose and fell with heavy, calming breaths. She sighed audibly.


"During
the Knyskna defense, there was one point where we assaulted a camp in the
woods. That was when I met Leander, and Bonde. We got stuck fighting some
fierce Nochtish soldiers and even a vehicle. Leander was visibly in anarchy;
Bonde was in control the whole time. I was afraid, and I didn't know what to
do, but I tried to at least get a grip."


She turned her
head to stare out into the field, perhaps hoping to see them. Leander, Bonde
and Sharna had volunteered for body duty. Though Leander had taken some brutal
hits to the head, he insisted on being allowed to leave and would not have it
any other way. He always claimed to be okay, to be able to go on; he always
seemed energetic enough that everyone trusted him. They let him go on, even as
they worried about him.


"Leander
did a crazy thing later. He took an entrenching tool and rushed out and killed
a few men with it. He didn't know it, but that saved us. It's been in my head
for a while. I wondered whether Leander could do that because he was Leander,
or whether he plotted it, whether he was wicked. When it came down to it, could
I do it too? But I didn't think about that today, when I did something similar.
I didn't think about anything. I just saw an opportunity, and I threw my body
into it like it was disposable. I killed a few men; and maybe I saved
more."


Dr. Agrawal
raised her hand to stop the story. "You're quitting medical, aren't
you?"


Elena smiled,
and bowed her head. She glanced off the side again.


"Back
then I thought it was the only thing I could do." She said wistfully.


Dr. Agrawal
nodded. She took a few steps toward Elena, laid her hands gently on her shoulders,
and looked into her eyes, forehead to forehead, with a smile. It was the kind
of smile she never thought she'd have for someone again, and the kind of words
she did not think she would be able to say. But today, had changed a lot of
paradigms for her.


"Listen:
you can fight this war and make a perfectly fine doctor someday."


In Elena's
eyes, she thought she saw that little girl from so many years ago, conflicted
about killing, and war, and wondering what she could offer to the world to end
the strife. In those eyes she also saw the person standing across from
that child: she saw herself.


"Everyone
in this army kills men, has killed men, and will kill men. But we don't do it
just to do it. We are trying to build something to replace this mess. It might
seem a twisted moral, but we're not gods or spirits. This is all we can do with
our situation, Elena."


In the past,
she would have felt foolish saying that. She would have felt like a hypocrite
-- a self-proclaimed doctor who had killed and maimed and poisoned and done
terrible things in her past, saying that there was a future for someone with
bloodied hands. Saying that those hands were not rusty knives; thinking that
they could be gentle. Her hands--


And Elena's
good hand, suddenly circling around her back and embracing her kindly.


She would have
felt foolish, because she was being foolish. She had been foolish about herself this whole
time. These wayward children of this war helped her to see that.


Leander, and
Elena, and the patients in this hospital, could see gentleness and worth in
her. So she had no reason to be reluctant; and they had no reason to be
reluctant either.


"Thank
you, Dr. Agrawal. Perhaps someday, then, I will be a proper student." Elena
said.


Dr. Agrawal
nodded her head. "You've been an incomparable student."


 










 


One convoy departed, and now there was
only the tense wait for it to return.


Walking with
a crutch, her head swimming a little from the morphine, she approached
the the Auxiliary building. Her hip didn't hurt anymore, thanks to the
good doctor. She crossed through the threshold and walked over bits of rubble
without much trouble.


Aarya waited
outside a little room for a few moments, thinking of what to say, before she
finally stepped through the open doorway. She decided she would just speak to
them from the heart and hope that they understood. There was a hole in the
back, and several people inside she did not immediately recognize; a younger
man, with light brown skin and dark, messy hair, and a bandage around his
head; a tall, plump, long-haired woman with rich brown skin, both standing at
ease with their long rifles resting on the wall.


She then
easily found the two soldiers she recognized; the red-headed, skinny young
woman, her arm in a sling, and the black-skinned man with the shaved head.


All of them looked
her way curiously. Aarya felt a touch intimidated by their presence.


She walked in
front of the Umma soldier and bowed her head to him. She
recognized him as the one who had been left in charge of the defense of the
supply depot.


"Sir,
thank you, and your troops, for protecting the children, and my fiance."


"Oh, it's
nothing, please, no need to thank us." He raised his hands a bit
defensively.


Aarya turned
her head, acknowledging the other soldiers. Everyone briefly introduced
themselves to her: Bonde, Elena, Sharna and Leander. Each name brought a smile
to her face. They all looked so young, maybe even younger than her; save the
big woman. Yet they had stood and fought against these terrible odds, and
performed so heroically.


"Without
all of you, these children would have had no future." Aarya said.
"And neither would I. I'm sorry that I could not do more to help; and that
I actively caused trouble for you at one point. Darshan got hurt because of me.
And I could've caused one of you--"


"It's
perfectly fine. You didn't just run for yourself." Bonde interrupted.
"Darshan told us that there was a child missing. In the moment, we might
have been irritated, but after everything is said and done you had all the
reason in the world to run out like that."


Aarya had
expected a reprimand. She felt almost giddy with joy at their replies; perhaps
it was the morphine. But there was a dawning of powerful realization. These
soldiers were not harsh or cynical people. They were kind and they empathized,
they were nothing like she had imagined. She had gotten a skewed image of them,
she thought. All of her life she had thought the soldiers of the SDS to be
creatures far apart from her.


Elena, Bonde,
Sharna, Leander; if there were soldiers that were this considerate and understanding,
then certainly, Naya could still be her good old self
among their number.


"All of
the children send their thanks. They were evacuated quickly; I stayed behind to
thank you, and to see after Darshan. He is resting. We will be traveling away
soon, hopefully to meet back with the children and keep them from making any
more trouble."


"Best
wishes for his health." Elena said. "He looked shaken up in the
fight."


"He will
be alright. He is fatigued, perhaps a bit ill. He was caring for sick children
all this time and then spent a lot of time out in the rain, and then hurt and
exhausted himself."


"A quick
way to get oneself bedridden." Sharna said, grinning a little.


Aarya flushed
slightly. All of them had been fighting and soaking in the rain, taking bullets;
she and her fiance had hardly experienced anything of the war they had so
fiercely fought all of this time. Her problems felt so small beside theirs. But
they still held their heads up high. She knew that they did not judge her. They
treated her as an equal.


She bowed her
head again. "Thank you all so much. I truly mean it."


Everyone in
the room grew timid under the continuing praise.


"Really,
those tankers deserve the praise. They saved us all too." Elena said.


Sharna crossed
her arms. "Showed up out of nowhere and won it all."


"They
really made us infantry look bad." Leander said, chuckling at
himself.


Tankers. Aarya remembered what she saw. Naya in that armored vehicle.


"I would
like to do that." She said. "Thank them. By any chance have you seen
them?"


Bonde shook
his head. "They're from Camp Vijaya, farther out in the wood. They're
doing most of the legwork for the evacuation because they control most of the
vehicles, and so they took their people and things quickly with the first
convoy."


"The
Doctor gave first aid to the crew of the squat green tank." Elena said.
"But they were in and out fast. If it means anything, the gunner and
driver were stable enough."


"It means
a lot." Aarya replied. Naya was fine. She had survived everything.


Aarya supposed
there would be another day to be able to meet her again.


 


Shebelle Outskirts -- 8th
PzD FOB


At 1700
hours the attack on Shebelle was as stagnant as ever, and many of the 8th
Panzer Division's assets that had been committed to that task were now
returning to the fold, having passed the baton to freshly deployed
infantry-based combat units. Reiniger's M4 tank companies arrived under the
roaring noise of continuous shellfire from M3 Hunters stationed just outside the
camp, peppering Shebelle and Benghu from afar.


Noel stood
at the side of his broken-down M5A2 when the medium tanks arrived, weaving
through the woods in a single file line before arranging themselves again into
platoons wherever they could find space to park. Noel counted maybe twenty
tanks on the whole; so not all of them came back. Under his umbrella, he waved
at the crews crawling out of their hatches. Most of them waved back; Reiniger
himself was a notable exception.


He
ran past the makeshift tent garage and headed for the HQ without so much as a glance toward Noel. He did not even gloat
about having preserved his own tank.


So much the
better; Noel turned his back on the arrivals and resumed fussing with his
hamstrung vehicle. There was no getting around the fact that the Konnigin had
been slain. A shell hole the size of his fist adorned the gun mantlet, and
inside it his breech block was smashed to pieces; these pieces had then flown
across the turret and embedded themselves in his ammunition racks. It was
a miracle that the shells did not explode.


While Noel
circled around the tank, surveying the damage from various angles, Ivan toiled
in the rear. Soon as the engine cover came off smoke and steam billowed out in
copious amounts. There was still a thin, dancing line of smoke wafting from the
engine when Noel returned to the tank's rear. He put a hand on Ivan's back, as
if they were staring with grief at a sick child; Ivan laid his hand over
Noel's, shaking his head and breathing out heavily.


"That
last supercharge really screwed it up, Noel. There's a warped cylinder in
there. You can hear it. We destroyed the engine, basically. It's a miracle it
got us back." Ivan said.


"Well
it has been a real miraculous
day." Noel said, his voice thick with sarcasm.


Ivan withdrew
a piece he had set aside. It was the tank's thermostat, at one point; now the
spring and the cap seemed to have fused together, and it became a chunk of
slag.


"You
tell me, Noel, how is this even possible?" Ivan said with
evident despair.


"We'll
see if they let us borrow an M4 Sentinel to drive or something." Noel
said.


"I
sincerely hope so, because our little queen needs half her parts
replaced." Ivan said. He threw away the thermostat. It rolled gently
downhill into the surrounding forest.


Noel chuckled.
"I'll see what I can do, sweet-heart. Just relax for the moment."


He turned
and made to head toward the war room tent, meaning to speak with
Dreschner; but he was distracted when he heard metal clanking in the distance.
He saw birds flying into the air from the crowns of the surrounding trees, and
found something large navigating the woodland. From between the trees arrived a
pair of tank transporters, heavy trucks with thick, large wheels towing
canvas-topped steel crates on tracked beds. Chains holding the road train
together rattled incessantly as the vehicles cleared the treeline.


Each crate
bore simple markings in large print, easily read once the road train
had parked itself amid Reiniger's tanks: WP6, alongside
an eight-digit serial number.


Noel stood
in the periphery, alongside several other curious onlookers in their coats and
hoods. There was a knocking sound; the backs of the crates opened and
hit the mud, forming ramps. Small parties of engineers ran outside, assessed
the situation, and gestured into the interior with their hands.
Engineers gesticulated wildly and angrily at nearby tank drivers taking
their breaks; there was not enough clearance around the ramps. Several
tankers were compelled to return to their tanks and move them away
from Wa Prüf 6's cargo.


Lights
shone from inside the crates, and white smoke exhaust escaped the canvas.


Two tanks
drove carefully down the ramps and over the muddy ground.


One tank
reminded Noel strongly of the M4. Though the turret was a
touch flattened and less round, it had the same 50mm KwK gun; the
hull was a bit taller, but retained the same curved silhouette, with its glacis
sloped inward, and the hull and side armor sloping gently down from
the front. However, the glacis seemed thicker, its frontal bulge much
more prominent, its track guards like sharp cups laid over the caterpillars. In
addition, the side-plates did not conform as much to the otherwise uniform
curve of the hull. They had a sharp, tapering, definitive edge to them. He
wondered how thick the armor was.


When the
second vehicle rolled out of its crate a collective whispering began around it.


The lower
half of the second vehicle was reminiscent of the first, but that was the only
similarity. Certainly this was built on
the new M4, on its tracks, on its hull; set atop the rear hull, a rigid,
open-topped superstructure housing an absolutely massive gun replaced the
traditional turret. Its armament outclassed the gun on that new Ayvartan type
tank -- it looked more like the old schwere kanone artillery guns in the rear
echelon than it did a tank gun. Its barrel must have been ten centimeters
bore, and at least three meters long. A pair of removable metal struts
supported the long barrel against the front hull.


Both of the
new tanks drove into the center of the camp, parting the crowd of gawkers and
coming to a stop near the war room tent. Behind them, a blond-haired woman in a
sharp office suit ambled in the mud, protected by galoshes and an umbrella.
Sleek and professional, with her hair gathered into a wrapped bun, she had
a mature look to her, with a hint of crow's feet behind her spectacles,
and some gray hair mixed in with the gold. Still she left an impression as
she strutted confidently beside the tanks. Noel could no longer discern whether
the crowd was goggling the armor, or eyeing the secretary.


General
Dreschner and Signals Chief Schicksal stepped out of their tent, surprised by
the arrival of the tanks, and shook hands vigorously with the General
Auto official.


Noel
circled around the crowd, and surreptitiously approached the party.


He arrived
in time to hear the lady's concise introduction. "Tanja Von Bletzen,
chief computer for diagnostic and testing support." she said, pushing up
her glasses.


"Brigadier
General Einschel Dreschner. And this is my signals chief, as well as chief of
various unofficial duties, Karla Schicksal. Pleasure to meet you."
Dreschner said.


"I'm
Captain Noel Skoeniczny!" Noel suddenly said, springing up beside them
all. "How many marks a month does it cost to insure those
monstrosities for the road, huh?"


Schicksal
and Dreschner glared sidelong at him for intrusion and comment.


Tanja
turned and politely shook Noel's hand.


"Pleasure
to meet you. I've been informed of your exploits, Captain. Colonel General
Ferdinand holds you in high regard. I'm glad you're here to see our new
product."


Dreschner
and Schicksal looked on in mute surprise.


"I
only wish I could have arrived sooner." Tanja continued. "It would
have made a great debut for these vehicles if a Panzer Ace used them to defeat
his enemies and seal the Shebelle pocket. Hopefully there is still some
action for them to participate in."


"Oh,
so you're dying to see me wearing one of those, huh?" Noel said cheekily.


"It is
fated to be, I just know it." Tanja returned her own mischievous grin.


Dreschner
and Schicksal both palmed their foreheads with eerie synchronization.


"Glad
you're both enthused. So; what are their capabilities?" Dreschner asked.


Tanja
stretched her arm behind herself, gesturing toward the turreted tank. Dreschner
and Schicksal's heads turned with the computer's arm, silently examining the
vehicle.


"While
I regrettably only have one example on hand today, this tank represents the
next evolution in the M4 Sentinel line. Designation M4A2, WP6 calls it the Gran Sentinel."


"Same
gun as an M4; but it's up-armored, isn't it?" Noel said.


"Correct."
Tanja smiled. "The M4A2 features a much improved armor profile compared to
the original M4: 75 mm glacis, 90 mm gun mantlet, 55 mm side, 30 mm rear. Hull
top and turret top are still 20 mm, but those plates are rarely vulnerable to
the enemy."


"That
is impressive." Dreschner said. "But what is the cost in
movement?"


"None."
Tanja said.


"None?"


"None."
She repeated. She clapped her hands once.


Tanja's
face lit up; she seemed to be enjoying herself.


"The
M4A2 is actually faster than the original M4, thanks to its new engine. It can
achieve speeds of 50 km/h. Using the old engine, the
speed is a respectable 40 km/h. And this particular model has a built-in motor
supercharger solution we are testing."


"I
must admit I'm not terribly fond of those superchargers." Dreschner said.


"Ivan
likes it well enough, but it burnt a few things in sustained use." Noel
said.


Tanja
tipped her head in a gracious little bow. "Feedback noted."


Schicksal
jabbed her finger in the air. "So, the drake in the room; what is that?"


"10.5
cm Dicker Max." Tanja turned her head, glancing toward the
open-topped tank.


"Is it
supposed to be a new assault gun? A replacement for the M3?"
Dreschner asked.


A conceited
smile played across the computer's face.


"The
Dicker Max is a complete re-imagining of the armored assault gun concept, using
an M4 hull." Tanja said, a soft opener before she shifted fully into
sales pitch mode. She next barraged them with facts, and Noel wondered whether
she had rehearsed it all.


"An
enclosed structure or rotating turret is limited in the types of weapons
its hull can reasonably support. Tweaking the armor profile, and redesigning
the gun housing, we have achieved dramatic results. As you can see, the Dicker
Max is fielding a 10.5 cm schwere
kanone. This would be impossible for an ordinary M3 or M4 tank.
Fully armored in the front and side, the Dicker Max can withstand long range
direct fire and destroy any bunker, anti-tank emplacement, or enemy tank, from
over 1000 meters away."


"Until
someone chucks a grenade through the open roof." Noel said.


Tanja drew
back, offended.


When she
next spoke her voice had gone from enthusiastic to downright cold.


"Use
of appropriate tactics is, of course, a prerequisite for effective
deployment."


"How
many rounds does it hold in there?" Dreschner asked.


"Twenty-six.
More than enough." Tanja said dismissively.


"Sounds
stingy." Noel added, crossing his arms and grinning.


Calmly,
Dreschner pressed on. "Is there a secondary armament?"


Tanja was
starting to visibly bristle. "No."


Noel
shrugged comically, wiggling his hips a little.


Tanja
pushed up her glasses, though they could not go any higher over her nose.


"Extensive
tests have shown that in its appropriate role the Dicker Max can break a
position in under twenty shells. You underestimate the schwere kanone." She said.


"Extensive
testing didn't seem to identify the fact that you can chuck grenades through
that open roof, so I'm not completely convinced, to be honest." Noel said.


She turned
her cheek on him.


"There's
an optional canvas roof for rainy day deployment."


"Do
you have it with you?" Dreschner gently asked.


"No."
Tanja said.


Schicksal
crossed her arms and stared at her shoes. General Dreschner rubbed his chin.
Both of them seemed at a loss for words to voice their trepidation. Noel
wasn't.


"Hey,
no offense Tanja, you're nice and all, but."


Noel pointed
at the Dicker Max with his free hand while twirling his umbrella.


"That
thing just doesn't match my aesthetic." He dramatically said.


Everyone
around him let his theatrical words hang awkwardly in the air for a moment.


But someone
else had been listening in and lying in wait.


"Sounds
fuckin' good to me!"


Behind them
the war room tent flapped open; Reiniger suddenly pushed Noel aside and stomped
toward Tanja, and took her hand brusquely in his for an uncalled for shaking.
He turned his head over his shoulder to glare at Noel while shaking up the
computer.


"Lieutenant
Jorg Reiniger. Ma'am, if the fairy doesn't want this tank, that's his problem.
You got your ace tanker right here. I'll drive your Dicker Max right fuckin'
now, ma'am."


Tanja
looked at him with tentative disdain, drawing her hand away from him.


"Reiniger,
control yourself." Dreschner snapped.


"General,
c'mon, you can't still be pinning your hopes on this Lachy fool who spends more time with his
hair than his gun." Reiniger said. He pointed sharply in Noel's face -- his
finger was only a few centimeters from Noel's nose. "He's already fucked
up one op, and if he can't see how good this fuckin' thing is, he's rarin' to
fuck up the next one. I can take this tank, some of my boys, drive top speed to
that rail yard, and end this now."


Noel
slapped aside Reiniger's hand and contemptuously averted his eyes. He was eager
to tussle with words, but when a brute started throwing around his hands, it
rendered the situation utterly beneath him. Reiniger was no longer fun anymore.


Reiniger
raised his hand again, and this time gave Noel a half-hearted shove, pushing
the slender Captain back a step, and then taking his own to confront him. Noel
sighed.


Dreschner
laid a hand over his own face. He closed his other hand into a fist. Noel
thought that he would step forward and pound Reiniger again, but the General
held his ground. He underwent a gargantuan effort to show
restraint. There was a pallor to his face, a nervous twitch around his eyes and
jaw, a palpable tension thrumming just beneath his skin. He crossed his arms,
perhaps so as to drown away the eagerness of his fist to punch.


"Mrs. Von
Bletzen, I apologize for the conduct of my over-eager lieutenant." He
said.


"It is
nothing, General." Tanja said. She was stone-faced and disinterested.


Reiniger
grunted with frustration. "Just answer me this lady: do you think the
Dicker Max could defeat an Ayvartan tank with over 80mm of armor layered on the
front?"


"It
can break 100 mm of armor at over 1000 meters." Tanja curtly replied.


"Then we
have nothing to fear." Reiniger said.


"There's
plenty to fear, Reiniger! You can't just--" Schicksal said.


Reiniger
side-stepped Noel and instead planted his feet in front of Dreschner.


Schicksal
blinked, and was taken aback by the action. He was just a breath away.


"General,
I must insist that we deploy immediately. Right now the only thing we have to
fear is inaction. We have them, General. We can win!" Reiniger said.
"You know that we don't have much time left before sundown. We can be
there in an hour if we deploy light. They're already exhausted, they're weak,
and even if that new tank shows up, we can--"


Dreschner
raised his hand to quiet him. "I know perfectly well our situation,
Lieutenant."


Noel almost
winced when the General's hand moved, expecting the fist to come flying.


"Then
let us deploy! My men are eager to close this fucking pocket."


Calmly,
Dreschner turned his head to look over Reiniger. He faced Noel.


Noel
shrugged. It was not his place to demand anything here.


Meanwhile
Reiniger awaited a response right in the General's personal space.


Dreschner
replied coolly.


"Reiniger,
deploy the Dicker Max. Noel will be joining you in the M4A2. Take three other
tanks, two of the M3 assault guns for long range support, and three half-track
carriers full of Spoor's Panzergrenadiers for close support. Everyone else will
catch up when they can."


"Sir!"
Reiniger saluted. His saluting hand was almost touching Dreschner's face.


He had on a
terribly wicked grin. Noel almost felt a bit of hatred in that instant.


Noel had
been wrong. In his voice Noel heard so many voices whose textures and tones
made him feel sick; voices that signaled craven hearts, thrashing hands, cold
tongues, oozing with hurtful power. Before, he had put Reiniger mentally in
with the kind of men who could be played with and sculpted, men who were
nothing one way or another, the kind who turned up at the cabaret and
cracked jokes and couldn't take the girls taunting him.


But that was
wrong. Reiniger was rancorous, the worst sort of man, the kind that would take
a girl out back just to slap her. He would do it and he would revel in it. Noel
just knew.


He grit his
teeth, hiding behind his pretty lips, locking up the memories.


Now that a
deployment was authorized, Tanja seemed to regain her enthusiasm.


"I
shall have our engineers perform a quick final check on the vehicles." She
said, polite and energetic. It was as if the confrontation before had been an
entirely different world.


Reiniger
nodded. "Sure thing. I'll go get my crew and climb aboard."


When the
Lieutenant turned around, he shoved brusquely past Noel again.


"Stay
close, shut up, and follow orders." Reiniger said as he walked away.


"At
your command, instructor." Noel called out. His tone was thick with
sarcasm.


 


Benghu -- Northern Rail Yard


A thin film
of liquid spread between her eyelids as Naya came to, partially distorting
the gray, gloomy world around her as it came into focus. She felt the sting of
foreign fluid in her eyes, and jolted upright, rubbing her fists against them.
Tears joined the sweat that trickled down her face. Her skin was cold and
damp; she felt cold air as well.


When she
could see again she found herself atop a mattress laid on the floor of a
warehouse constructed out of tin plates on a wooden frame. There were a lot of
junk parts around her in mounds. Rusted old train wheels in stacks, chunks of
split track, buckets full of red-brown bolts, wasted old steam engine
trunnions, even an old boiler.


Yellow light
traveled into the room through a slit window behind her. She heard a whistle
blowing outside, accompanied by loud rattling cylinders
and thundering wheels.


After a
second whistle there was a period of relative silence.


"Oh,
you're awake! I'm sorry, it's my fault. I gave you too big a dosage."


Naya was in
the train yard; she had survived. Her final moments in combat with the
purple-striped tank were a blur. She was in so much pain and everything
happened so quickly. With time, she began to recall those final moments before
sleep -- the slide, the shot, all the soldiers moving
in to defend the Konigin and allowing it to
escape.


Then she
had an attack; another tank rolled into the field. A sizable one, larger even
than the Raktapata. Everyone was already running, but they ran faster upon its
arrival. She was pulled out, first by Farwah, then others. She felt a pinprick
-- a syrette.


"Morphine."
Naya said to herself aloud. She shook her head, trying to dispel the mist.


"Right."
Lila Bennewitz replied. She was seated across the room, atop an old fuel drum.
Her medical bag, decorated with a red cross, lay closed atop another drum
nearby.


"How'd
we get a train to come?" Naya asked. Out the slit window she saw figures
moving and heard car doors sliding open. A train had just arrived. She knew the
sounds well.


"A
train was always coming, at least for Vijaya." Lila said. "We're too
important. Where it pertains to our safety, radio calls for evacuation
happen quickly. But by stopping the Nochtish attack, you bought invaluable
time to include the school in the evacuation plans."


She smiled.
Naya smiled weakly back. Her head was clouded, no amount of shaking her head
seemed to clear all the fog billowing in her brains. However she felt no pain
from anywhere. She felt normal. That was the magic of morphine. One little syrette right in the belly--


Naya looked
at Lila's bag; she had suffered an attack. She
had been treated with morphine. Now everyone knew, or suspected, that something
was definitely wrong with her. Something pervasive, something they could not
fix through time or tribulation.


Something
bad enough that Ravan and Rajagopal might be forced to discharge her.


"Lila,
I," she paused. Naya had begun to speak but then she realized in a panic
that if she said something like 'don't tell anyone' she was already admitting
to something terrible. There was still a chance Lila might not know or notice
anything more than what she noticed the last time she had Naya under her care.
Should Naya lie again now?


But then,
Rajagopal and Ravan had already seen an outburst from her earlier in the day.
They were probably on alert for any more strange behavior. Maybe Lila already
told them? Then there would be no need for subterfuge. Perhaps she was just
waiting now for the papers.


There was
no going around it anymore. Naya paused, breathed in solemnly, and with a cold,
sickening tension in her chest and stomach, she came right out and asked.


"Are
you going to refer me for a medical discharge, Lila? Is that why you're
here?"


Lila
averted her eyes. "I wish you'd stop seeing me as an enemy, or
opponent."


Naya rubbed
her own shoulder, sighing. "I'm sorry. I just don't know what to
think."


Their eyes
did not meet anew for a time. A gloom settled over the medic's face.


"I'm
not Nochtish, by the way." Lila said. "I'm a Lachy by
nationality, and my family are Hudim by blood and
tradition. What you know as Messianism incorporated much of our writing and
some of our culture, but we are not the same. Even Messianites see us as
opposition. Since the old lands split, sunk and sundered, they've never
accepted us."


She rocked
her legs in front of the drum. "A thousand years ago they would force us
to convert or to die. These days they supplant that by casting us
as cheats and liars. So, why am I here? Because we all thought you got
hurt and I wanted to take care of you."


Naya turned
her eyes to the floor. Her words came as a blow. Despite everything, Naya was
still desperately clawing to protect her own self first and didn't think
of who she was hurting or how she was doing it. She had thought of Lila as an
enemy, when all she was doing was trying to help, to understand, to keep her
healthy and alive. To do her job.


"I'm
sorry." Naya said. She started to tear up. "I'm a fool; I didn't
know. I was scared. It felt like I was so close to losing everything I've grown
proud of again, and I didn't--"


Lila raised
her hand. She smiled again. "I understand. At least, I understand some of
what is happening, anyway. Naya, if you want to make it up to me -- I'd
like to know more, Naya. As a medic but also a comrade who cares. Tell me about
these pains. I want to help."


Naya sat up
straighter on the bed. A bitter smile played across her face. She hugged
herself. Tell her about the pains? Where to even begin? She sat for
minutes in silence, wondering what to say. Lila waited, rocking her feet,
careful not to hit the drum.


It would
hurt, but there was only one thing Naya could say anymore: the truth.


Though her
lips felt heavy and her tongue clumsy at first, words quickly built up.


"I
remember having these pains since I was 17 or 18 years old. Back then I was
obsessed with running. My family life was growing very strained at the time --
everyone had found their own ambitions and sort of, drifted apart pursuing
them. Mine was running. I would run every day, run faster and farther, push
myself harder. Whether it was raining, or muddy, or burning under the summer
sun, I would run. I ran to get out of the house."


She
remembered the house of her teenage years. It was a squat, square unit in
the urban center in Benghu, four walls, two roomy bedrooms, and little else
inside. It was its own house -- it was not part of a hostel or barrack. Her
parents got that house, and a few gold honors tickets, because they had helped
pioneer Benghu's new electrical system. They were engineers. Tackling problems
like that was what they did. Day in and day out; Benghu was like their pet
project for a few years, until the union started to urge them to think bigger.
To think about Solstice or Chayat. They resisted at first; but only at first.


"I won
every race I was ever in as a teen. I consistently beat people in the school
leagues and I was nearly at the age where I could compete nation-wide in clubs
matches and Commissariat of Health sponsored events. I didn't really have
anything going for me but running. So I just ran. I was obsessed with it; I
loved every second I ran."


She ran and
ran and ran away from the prospect that her life would change. That her parents
would separate, out of love with each other and the family life she once
treasured; that they would be moving to Solstice or Chayat or somewhere,
somewhere far from her friends, from her loves, where there were engineering
feats in need of doing.


When she
ran, there was nothing but the sensation of running. It was so reassuring.


Lila
listened intently, her face void of emotion. She stopped rocking her feet.


"Maybe
it was because when I was running, it took everything out of me. I didn't have
to acknowledge other things. But then, just, out of the blue; these pains took
everything out of me. I don't even remember how they started. I thought I ran
myself ragged. I gave it a rest. But they recurred every so often. I figured
out soon, that I couldn't escape them."


Her parents
didn't help because she didn't tell them. Because she was afraid of what they
would do. She was afraid of every outcome. Afraid that they might discard their
ambitions for her; afraid that she would be worth less than their future, and
that they would forget her. Afraid that they might force her to give up. So she
endured. She played it down. She made excuses. They were distracted enough to
accept everything.


"So
you don't know the origin of them. It might be a congenital condition that took
some time to manifest. Maybe an old injury? I don't know that I can identify
this." Lila said.


Naya shook
her head. "I have no idea. It feels more like a curse than a
condition."


Lila nodded
her head. "Go on, please. I'm willing to listen if you're willing to
share."


Naya nodded
her head. She sat up straighter, crossed her legs, and continued.


"I
remember there was a big competition on national health day at the school; a
friend of mine, Darshan, he was going to run with me. There were a lot of
contenders, but he was the only one who rivaled me. It was his first real,
important run; he'd been trialing now for a year or two and getting better
and better and better. I wanted to beat him. But I had a pain event the day
before the race. I was scared; scared that he'd take first place from me."


"So
you didn't go." Lila said gently. She sounded almost worried.


An evil
little chuckle escaped Naya's lips. It wasn't funny; it hurt. She still
laughed.


"It
occurred to me that if I didn't show up, everyone would just attribute his
victory to my absence. They would all know that had I been there he would be
second place. But that didn't happen. Everyone was happy for him, for his first
big victory. I tried to go along with it. Later, he would confide in me that
everyone's support gave him the courage to confess to his sweetheart and that
she had said yes and held his hand and kissed him happily."


"I
see. I assume he wasn't the only person that was sweet on her." Lila said.


Naya did
not answer. Instead she looked down at her feet. "I've always nursed a
really nasty thought since then -- I should've just gone to the race, and had a
big pain event there and spoiled his victory for him." She laughed
bitterly at herself. "Focus it all back on me. Maybe then, I could have
confessed instead of him. But I was a coward. I ran away from it. Just like I
ran away from confessing before him. I ended up unable to beat him at
anything. Don't you think it's pathetic? Nasty? I've regretted everything about
that, ever since."


"I'm
sorry, Naya. For what it's worth, no, I do not think you are pathetic or nasty.
You were a teenager and you were hurt and scared. I'd have done the same."
Lila replied.


It became
easier to speak frankly as she went along. It was easier now that all of it was
out in the air. Somebody knew as
much of the story as Naya's brain could pull from the stream of history. She no
longer had reason to hide it. Unburdened of her fears and unprotected by her
lies, however, all that seemed to remain was bitterness, loneliness. There was
no sensation to it; no pain. She was just void of anything palpable now.


"On
some level, I think I deserve it all. It's just my karma. It is the way I have
done things, the way I do things, the way I will do things. Even today, I can't
break that."


"You
do not deserve that at all, Naya! You are a hero!" Lila said, raising her
voice.


Naya almost
laughed again, but before she could she heard feet striking cement.


Lila jumped
off the drum and started toward her. Crossing the warehouse, she stopped before
Naya, knelt down and gently stretched out her hand to help her stand up.


"All
of us in the camp, we know that it was you who got Chief Ravan and the Captain
to stay and fight for Chanda. We saw you run in there. We saw what happened
after. And we all admire that and we all think that it was the right thing to
do." Lila said.


"They
would have done it anyway." Naya replied, almost murmuring. "Anyone
could sit on the Rakpata's turret and man that gun. I'm just an unstable rookie
AT gunner."


"No!
You were the only one who could sit in that chair because you were the only one
who would've given the Raktapata a chance. Its previous gunner was nearly
killed by it; it had all kinds of problems. Everyone was ready to evacuate, not
because we were bad or cowardly, but because we never would've given ourselves
a chance." Lila said.


She wiggled
the fingers on her hand, and set it right above Naya's own.


"I'm
not here to push you down. I want to help you get back up. All of us do: Farwah
does, the officers do, and everyone who saw you today does. Do you believe
me?"


Naya
hesitated at first, but she took her hand. She felt a sense of relief wash over
her as she tightened her fingers around the medic's warm skin. Lila pulled her
back to her feet.


The medic
smiled and patted her in the back. "We'll start with a morphine
prescription, and you should talk to the Chief about making your chair in
the tank a bit more comfy."


"I'd
like that." Naya said. She was out of breath. Her heart was beating so
fast.


She
squeezed Lila's hand gently. It was the hand of a friend. Such a nostalgic
feeling.


 










Benghu's
main train station straddled the northern end of the meadows. A
single track coming in from the east cut across the grass and joined
tracks coming in from the north and curling through Benghu and around its hills
from the west. Servicing the adjacent textile and wood processing facilities,
it was the industrial heart of Benghu, stationed only a few kilometers from the
town, from Camp V, and from Chanda General School.


In total,
the train station, the warehouses, some made of tin and some made of brick, and
the nearby factory, all formed a property about as large as Chanda's campus.


Much of the
rail yard was devoted to housing raw material and finished product that
would be packed for transport further north or south as orders came in. In
the ensuing days of the battle for Shebelle much of the raw wood that had
been collected was shipped away, and along with it much of the paneling,
canvases, nets, parachutes, tents and other similar products made at the nearby
factory. Once the products and materials were gone, machinery was stripped and
taken. Empty buildings left behind now temporarily housed the refugees
from Benghu and Chanda, including civilians and soldiers.


Most of the
warehouses became impromptu playgrounds for children, or barracks for weary
soldiers that had been wounded in Shebelle. Older tin warehouses closer to
the center let the rain in and were cold and uncomfortable, but the brick
buildings straddling the meadow were good enough for temporary shelter. Outside
the buildings, hasty sandbag emplacements had been constructed alongside a
guard pillbox, forming a defensive line. Anti-tank guns and machine guns
watched the meadow and the eastern track for signs of the enemy. Everyone
behind a gun prayed to be able to abandon it soon.


Once the
train came in, loading it with equipment, weapons and other war materiel being
rescued from Shebelle and from Camp Vijaya became a priority. People and
personnel waited patiently to board. There had been promises made that everyone
would be riding out of here tonight -- this was the last train that would come
to Benghu.


As the sun
began its descent, and the day's rainfall slowed to a meager drizzle tapping
irregularly against their hoods, Chief Ravan spent her idle time on one of the
train loading platforms working on the Rakpata. Farwah Kuchenkov stared in mute
horror.


Their
heroic tank was separated into two pieces, its turret hanging on a crane. A
canvas roof had been erected over the hull to keep the vehicle dry during
the work period. Chief Ravan knelt into the tank from the top of the hull,
viciously attacking the turret ring with an eclectic variety of absolutely
filthy, terribly worn-out looking metal tools. She had been cranking, smashing,
tossing things over her shoulder, dumping all kinds of
substances into the turret. It was filthy and strange. Farwah blinked and
stared at it, dead in the face, but deep inside, feeling the tiniest bit of
despair at the tank's condition.


"Ah
ha!" She shouted triumphantly. "Improper tension in the slip ring! I
fixed it!"


Chief Ravan
sat up and raised her arms triumphantly, her hair slick with lubricants.


Farwah
blinked. He held up his hand. She looked his way and tossed her hair.


"Woo!
That was stimulating." She said, a touch embarrassed. "So, what is
it?"


"Ma'am,
there was an overheating problem I was having. I'd like you to look at
it."


He came to
regret this question almost as soon as he asked it. Chief Ravan crawled up
to the engine hatch, unscrewed it, and kicked the plate off. She nearly hit an
engineer working nearby. Then she started yanking things out of the engine.
Hoses and screws and plugs went flying and Farwah ran hither and yon, catching
and collecting them and picking them up from the ground. It was chaos. Finally
Chief Ravan got through to the thermostat, and she yanked it out, dropped down
from the tank, and ambled toward a small half-tracked miniature tractor, towing
a power generator and a metal basket with a canvas cover.


From this
basket, Chief Ravan pulled a pistol-grip drill attached to the generator by a
thick cable. She braced the thermostat against the basket using metal clamps,
and drilled two holes into the object. Farwah blinked in confusion as she
returned to the tank.


"Fuel
efficiency will drop, but this should keep the Raktapata running a little
colder until I can contrive a better solution." Chief Ravan said. She
smacked the piece back into place.


Farwah
shivered as Chief Ravan snatched various pieces from his hands and returned
them to place, and nearly jumped when she slammed the engine cover plate back
on.


She wiped
her face with a rag, cleaning off the grease and lubricants. She dropped the
rag on Farwah's shoulders and walked past with a long, easy stride and a smile.


Picking it
up with the tips of his fingers, Farwah cast the rag off, turned around and
followed behind her. The two of them did not go far. A dozen meters away behind
them, the Mandeha self-propelled gun awaited dismantling and accommodation in a
crate for the train ride. Its astoundingly tall turret was its most distinctive
feature. It was disproportionate, almost charming in a strange way. Behind the
engine, Isa toiled, tuning the tank up and staring in confusing at
a damaged spark plug. Atop the hull, Karima sat, kicking her legs idly.


"Karima!
Tell me, what was it like riding this abomination?" Chief Ravan said. Her
tone was light-hearted. She seemed to be in high spirits, though Farwah had no
idea why.


"I
hate the shells, they're too big." Karima said, holding her head up with
her hands. Rain trickled off her high, perfectly arching ponytail. It did not
seem to bother her.


"Not
my problem!" Chief Ravan said coyly. "How was the gun traverse?"


"Nonexistent.
Do you mean the turret traverse?" Karima replied.


Chief Ravan
crossed her arms. "Yes, yes, you know what I mean when I say that!"


Karima
nodded her head. "Nonexistent." She said again in a surly tone.


Giving up
on Karima, who was known to be unfriendly, Chief Ravan skipped around the side
of the tank and knelt beside Isa, staring into the Mandeha's engine block with
him. Farwah felt his heart bump and bump a little faster near Isa. He liked the
way his comrade handled the wrench as he screwed the pieces he had removed back
on. When he turned his head and smiled Farwah could feel his own face grow a
little warmer from his attention.


"So
what are you two busybodies up to?" Isa said jovially.


Chief Ravan
rubbed her chin and put on a mock quizzical expression.


"I'm
wondering what you're doing other than preparing this tank for transport."


Isa
shrugged. "It had a bad spark plug! I had to replace that. Imagine
some hapless engineer turns the thing back on for a test with a bad plug.
I had to replace it."


"Yes,
but the Mandeha is, as you can see, extraordinarily large. It will take time to
get it apart and well fitted into crates, and even more since you haven't
started."


"We
have all of the time in the world." Isa protested, raising his hands.


At that
moment a guard post exploded on the outer edge of the rail yard.


Everyone
saw the rising pillar of fire over the low roofs of the surrounding buildings.


For a
moment the Mandeha's crew stood dumbfounded. Chief Ravan looked at the smoke as
if there was something to analyze. Isa and Farwah looked at one another in
confusion. Karima jumped down from atop the tank's hull but made no other
movements. It wasn't until a second explosion followed the first, that everyone
around began to scramble for weapons and cover and to look around at each other
for orders.


"Change
of plans!" Chief Ravan shouted, ducking behind her tool tractor.
"Isa, get the Mandeha ready to deploy immediately! Farwah, we need to
restore the Rakpata back to fighting condition post-haste! And where on Aer has
Naya gone! Someone fetch her!"


Nodding
heads; behind them, a small open-topped car arrived, and from the back, Captain
Rajagopal leaped out and hurried to their side. She ducked beside Chief Ravan
behind the tractor, and pointed a finger down south, to the direction of the
warehouses.


"Large
enemy tank. New type. Coming here." She gestured with her hands.


 


 


























34. DICKER MAX


 


47th of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


Dbagbo Dominance -- Sandari River Crossing


"Shit!
Shit! Is that an eighty-five? Messiah defend; they're pulling up an
eighty-five!"


The
arriving Ayvartan gun attacked them much sooner than anyone thought.


Several
hundred meters ahead a pillar of fire rose from the back of an M4 tank, its
engine compartment bursting open. Fire belched out of its open hatches, and the
closed top hatch slammed up and flew into the air. Rainfall turned the flames
into a cloud of grey smoke that obscured the wreck. Everyone inside was still
surely cooked dead.


All of its
platoon mates scattered at the sight, M4 and M5 tanks veering behind trees and
rocks and into bushes. The 8th Panzer Division's breakout was instantly blunted.


"We've
got an eighty-five! Eighty-five, it's almost two klicks ahead, Messiah
defend!"


Ayvartan
Goblin tanks could hardly scratch an M4 tank except at close ranges; but the
Ayvartans were far from defenseless against tanks. Their
Anti-Aircraft 85mm gun could destroy an M4 tank from the front at
practically any range -- and much to the misfortune of Kampfgruppe R, the
Ayvartans pushing against the Sandari had brought just such a weapon to bear
upon their defensive lines. Soon as it was deployed, it scored a kill.


Reiniger
scowled, his own tank camouflaged inside a bush just off of the river's edge.


"Repeat
distance! Accurately this time!" Reiniger shouted into his microphone.


A second
85mm shell flew in between two positions, past the camp, and struck a thick
old tree ten meters behind Reiniger's tank. Reiniger heard the
dispersion of debris against the back of his turret armor when the
explosives in the AP-HE shell went off.


"Gun's
1.7 kilometers away exactly!" one of Reiniger's observers replied on the
radio.


Reiniger
grit his teeth and squeezed his hands against the hand-holds on his cupola.


The 8th
Panzer Division's beachhead across the western Sandari was barely reinforced,
largely because there was nothing to reinforce it with. He had the manpower but
he did not have the sandbags. He had no construction materials, in fact, and he
hadn't been able to get so much as a measly anti-tank gun across the river. His
defensive line was a hundred men in groups of five or ten huddling in
disordered foxhole trenches. All the artillery they had to count on were tanks
hiding in bushes and behind rocks and trees.


Third
shell; it went right through a bush, hit and exploded, lighting the vegetation
on fire.


Moments
later a tank frantically backed out of the bush, a sizable dent in its glacis
plate. Judging by the fact that it was backing away, it must not have been
severely damaged. A hit by an 85mm gun either killed an M4 or it didn't, there
was rarely anything between.


On the
radio the commander of the miracle tank hyperventilated violently.


"Holy
shit. Holy shit, Lieutenant; premature detonation; it-- holy shit--"


Reiniger
pressed on his microphone in a rage. "Shut up and get back you
moron!"


As fast as
the reverse gear allowed, the M4 sought another hiding spot. Backing away from
the burning bush, veering to avoid the gun tracking, it slid sideways behind a
nearby boulder. Only the top of the turret cupola was visible over
the rock. In that position the M4 could not shoot back, only hide from
fire. Reiniger grit his teeth.


"Not
there! God damn it! Find a position you can fight from!" He shouted.


His own
tank shook suddenly; fire flashed through the glass slits on his cupola.


Debris fell
over Reiniger's M4 as a shell hit a few meters in front of the bush.


Reiniger heard
dozens of tiny clanks against the front of his turret.


"Mortars!
We've got one-twenties deploying from the trucks!"


"Enemy
riflemen moving up! Looks like a whole company, sir!"


All of
Reiniger's observers seemed to have bad news to report.


Reiniger dropped
from his cupola, a small niche at the top of the turret where he could sit and
look out of vision slits, as well as have quick access to the hatch. He took
the gunner's position, pushed the loader out of the way and looked down the gun
sight. Unlike his vision slits, the gun sight had magnification. He spied the
enemy position.


Kampfgruppe
R's portion of the Sandari battle meant holding on to a small strip of
riverside land directly adjacent to a hidden pontoon bridge in a portion of the
river about 3 meters deep and ten meters wide. Except for the edges of the
river, delineated on both sides by meter-tall bumps of terrain, much of
the ground was flat sandry brown intermittently covered in grass,
sparse on vegetation, and dotted with boulders.


Several
hundred meters ahead, Ayvartan trucks had arrived on one of the dirt roads from
Shebelle. One of the trucks was a novel conversion -- an anti-aircraft truck
carrying an 85mm gun on its bed, mounted on a rotating plate. All of the other
dozen trucks were loaded with men and women. Mortars deployed, the Ayvartans
charged with rifles and bayonets, grouped in thick ranks as the shells began to
fall over the Nochtish camp.


Norgler
machine guns retaliated against the charging Ayvartans at first, claiming
several victims at the start of the charge. Behind the infantry attack, rose
the first mortar shells.


A dozen
blasts pounded the foxholes, while 85mm shells ripped over them.


The
Panzergrenadiers bowed their heads into their holes and the Ayvartans ran free.


Reiniger
put the 85mm firmly in his cross-hairs. He held a breath; it felt like
eternity.


Kunze had
made this shot before. That rat bastard; he'd hit it from a world away.


That was
what had made him. Other than that shot he had nothing going for him.


Reiniger could
make this shot. He could make it right. Kunze had nothing but
luck.


From behind
him his nervous loader slid a shell into position.


"Firing
HE!" Reiniger shouted, striking the gun's footpad
trigger.


His 50mm
shell sailed out of the end of the cannon, hurtled toward the truck, and sailed
on. Overflying the right side of the truck bed, it vanished from sight. Almost
immediately the 85mm gun turned on its base. Smoke danced from the thick bushes
around him; and the bright flash of his gun had given him away
completely to the enemy.


At once
Reiniger ordered his driver to pull back.


With a roar
of the engine the M4 retreated sideways from the bush.


Turning a
lever, Reiniger rotated the turret to match the tank's movements.


He could
make this shot; Kunze had made it, god damn it. He could make it too!


"Reload
HE!"


Beside him
the loader stuck a fresh round into the breech.


There was a
flash far across the way.


Reiniger
smashed his face on the gun sight as the tank violently rattled.


A piece of
metal from the side armor snapped; like a swarm of flying razors, screws and
bits of flaked metal blew inward and up from the lower left. Reiniger
heard a scream and a gurgling noise, and he felt something bite into his leg.
Disoriented from hitting his head on the scope, Reiniger sat, doubled over,
feeling nauseous and short of breath.


He turned
his head and found his loader lying dead behind him. He had fallen from
his seat and came to lie face down in front of the ammo rack. The M4 Sentinel's
turret was cramped enough, and the turret floor still intact enough, that his
body had nowhere to fall. It was as if someone had just shoved him off his seat
on the turret's left side.


Most of the
spall that had come flying had become embedded in him.


There were
holes in the turret floor, and a deformity on the side of the turret ring.


His armor
had been partially cratered from an angled 85mm impact.


The
enemy shell didn't explode as it should have -- it was a dud.


Reiniger tried
the turret lever. He pulled on it, heard a click and a cry.


It was
stuck.


He shook
his head and called out on his radio as if nothing had transpired.


"I
want shells on that fucking eighty-five! Everyone shoot it now! I don't care
where--"


His engine cut.


He stopped
breathing. He heard it sputter and turn quiet; felt the seat shake when the
tank came to a sudden stop, its injured side still fully exposed to the enemy,
stranded in the middle of the camp. Looking through his sight, his gun had been
frozen just a few degrees off of a possible shot at the enemy. Meanwhile the
enemy gun turned, slowly, cruelly. It was going to pick him off. None of his
men seemed to heed his orders.


Reiniger
crouched; through the screen on the lower turret ring he saw his driver slumped
over the brake lever, a bright red splotch across the small of his back.


Breathing
heavily again, he rose back to his gun and spied through the sights.


The 85mm
gun settled, elevated slightly. He saw movement around it.


"All
guns on the eighty-five! Right fucking now!" He shouted.


Nobody took
a shot.


Reiniger's
heart seemed to stop. There was no sound in his tank.


From the
sky came a loud buzzing.


Something
dropped onto the Ayvartan truck and engulfed it in a column of flames.


Automatic fire
flew from all sides as his tanks emerged, coaxial guns blazing.


Charging
Ayvartans started dropping mid-run. Mortar fire abated completely.


Reiniger
stood on the turret floor, climbed onto the flip-down seat for the Commander
and stood up and out of his top hatch. Overhead a dozen Archer planes cut
through sky, soaring past his sector. They were dropping bombs on targets of
opportunity and swooping down with their machine guns at unseen lines of
infantry several kilometers away from him. He saw smoke rising in the far-away
distance, and the figures of the planes turning slowly into indistinct dots
against the grey, pouring heavens overhead.


It finally
happened: he got to see a plane take out the enemy. Front row seats too.


He lowered
his gaze from the heavens, and found a hundred corpses stretched across the
suddenly quiet kilometer stretch before him. Most were Ayvartans, killed in
their charge. But many were his own men, blow up in their foxholes by vicious
mortar fire.


On the
road, a cloud of thick smoke covered the ruined Ayvartan truck and its
artillery.


To think
that everything could turn so dramatically in that one fiery instant.


It was too
abrupt; it felt unreal, like a jerky old movie that was missing reels.


All
Reiniger felt, watching this mess unfold, was frustration.


He picked
his helmet off his head and threw it on the turret floor below him.


Climbing
out his turret, he spotted the closest tank, charged at it, climbed again.


He threw
open the hatch and seized the commander by his jacket.


"Why
the fuck did you defy my orders soldier? Why was nobody shooting!"


His face
was covered in sweat and rain, contorted with his rage, his eyes twitching.


Cowering,
the tank commander replied, "We received no orders sir!"


Reiniger let
him go -- the man dropped clumsily off his seat and onto the turret floor.


That last
85mm impact must have damaged the radio system too.


He felt
momentarily foolish.


"At
ease." He said half-heartedly. He dropped down from the tank and walked
away.


Everything
always had to be so difficult. Nothing could go as planned for him.


Nothing
could be simple and correct, no matter how hard he tried.


Everything
always spiraled out of his control. No matter how much he shouted, how much he
thrashed and clawed and bit and fought; it always ended up going sideways.
Cissea went sideways, Knyskna went sideways. Everything he tried ended in
failure where others somehow found success. What was missing from him; what did they have?


Reiniger ambled
around the Sandari camp as if in a stupor. He made it to one of the blasted
foxholes and sat down quietly at the edge, staring down the flat horizon.


Schicksal
would be mad at him for not reporting soon. Not that it mattered.


There was
nothing important to report, because he had not made the shot.


Back then,
back in Cissea, Kunze had made that shot. Everyone knew he had.


When you
made a shot like that, you reported immediately. That was how you got ahead.
There was no reason to report a kill you didn't make. Let the airmen report that.


Kunze reported
a shot, and his loader reported with him, and his tank commander backed him up.
That was how he got ahead. He had something to report. Something went right.


Not because
he was good; not because he had an advantage. He just somehow did it.


And it made
no sense. It had never made sense. Reiniger wanted to scream for it.


Why was it
Kunze, that time? Both times? Why had he been praised, given the spotlight, and
elevated to lieutenant so quickly, so easily, as if by the hand of god himself;
and then why had he been smashed to pieces by that very hand so shortly
thereafter? Now they buried Kunze, now they remembered him. They couldn't praise nor berate
him anymore.


Reiniger
had struggled, had thrashed his way from a car-driving private, a nobody, to tank loader, to tank gunner, to tank commander.
To Lieutenant -- to one of General Dreschner's right-hand men. And before that:
from the streets of Mutz, the cold, cracked concrete of the youth hostel, to
the hard-top of the training camp as soon as he was of age, to the warm dirt,
bright grass and the open sky of a Cissea at war with itself.


From the
child so unwanted that he was outright abandoned at the steps; to the hated,
hopeless teenager who fought with everyone on the street, because fuck them that's why; to the boot camp fuckup,
shouted at in the ears by the sergeant over and over.


Every step
of the way he fought. Every step of the way he fell. His face tasted the mud
and pavement, sometimes so intimately that they tasted of his blood. That was
his life.


Reiniger
made himself in the mud and the gore. He couldn't ever seem to escape it.


Kunze had
leaped clean over the whole process with one good shot.


He wasn't
even a reliable shot like Noel! He had never replicated the feat!


He had no
fundamentals. Just one measly lucky shot, a few photo opportunities.


Why did the
world pick that man over him?


How? How
did that skittish slab of butter manage to rise so high?


And how did
he fall so hard? How did he break upon the stone without standing again?


It confounded
him; it vexed him. Because even after he vanished from the face of Aer,
Reiniger still could not beat him. He would never exercise the phantom of what
Kunze was, what he represented. He still couldn't overcome the clawing, the
struggle, the bestial melee of his life. Nothing ever
went right. He was not Dreschner or Noel; or Kunze.


He was the
mud and the gore and the screaming and the fury. It was all he had.


There would
never be a hand that would pick him up. He always had to fight for it.


It became
so common now that Reiniger didn't wait to fight. He just fought always.


He wasn't
irreverent. He was at war, with everyone, with himself. For everything.


 


53rd of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


Dbagbo Dominance -- Benghu, Northern Rail
Yard


Behind the
old tin warehouse, Naya set down a metal bucket under the spout of a rusty
old water well pump and pushed on the handle several times. Her first
few pumps drew no water, the bucket catching only a few droplets from the
thinly drizzling rain. Gritting her teeth, Naya pumped harder and faster.
Finally water began to slosh out of the spout. She filled her bucket
halfway and dunked a towel inside. It was ice cold; she could barely stand to
bring the towel to her cheeks, around her mouth and over her nose.


Rubbing the
towel over her hands made her shiver. A good wash would have to wait for
another time. She was not about to run that freezing towel over her back
or her belly. Naya had experienced more than enough cold for the day under the
afternoon rains.


She dropped
the towel into the bucket and set it aside. From atop an overturned rail car
nearby she withdrew a bag, and she quickly undressed and donned a fresh
uniform. She was surprised to find it differed significantly from her old
personnel uniform. It was not fitted: there was a flexible jacket shirt
with long sleeves, that reached almost to her knees,
and big loose fitting pants. A thick belt wrapped around the jacket. High black
boots were included, made so that the pants legs plunged into the boot shaft.


Donning to
the uniform had an eerie sense of finality to it. This was what she was now:
she was a tanker. She was not a test driver in a generic personnel uniform
anymore. All of her new accouterments spoke to the change. As a tanker she
would not have the ammo belts and pouches of her old uniform. She had two
pockets and a holster for her side-arm; her tank would contain the storage
space she would depend on from now on.


Her tank,
the Raktapata that she had driven to Chanda's defense a few hours ago.


The last
item in the bag Lila had brought her was a tanker's leather cap, with its long
floppy sides containing an integrated headphone and microphone system.
Naya disliked it. She felt like it sat poorly over her hair. She'd have to rip
out the headset guts with a knife and throw the cap away at some point.
Hopefully Rajagopal wouldn't insist on it.


She stuffed
her old wet uniform into the bag after transferring her sidearm. Grenades,
spare ammunition, and other things she had brought with her from the infantry,
all of it went into the bag. Into the bag, too, went her secrecy, and in some
respects, her fear. Along with those old flat infantry shoes she
would put away the urge to retreat.


Naya smiled
as she closed the bag.


With new
determination she tied the string sealing it shut.


Leaving it
behind with the bucket, she walked around the front of the warehouse.


Naya
watched men and women loading things into a long train, recently arrived.
Tools and machines from Vijaya; boxes of ammunition and supplies from Chanda;
pieces of machinery from Benghu workshops. The main platform was just over
a dozen meters from the old tin warehouse, which was once used for spare parts
and to house the station's fire engine, which now resided in the town of Benghu
proper. Looming farther ahead was the old rail station
building, squat, broad and pragmatic in design.


Once all
the machinery and sensitive equipment was loaded, the passengers could board
and then they would leave Dbagbo behind. It was bittersweet. Though they were
all alive, and though they had beaten back the enemy once -- they couldn't
win in the long term if they stayed in Dbagbo now. Not with Shebelle about to
be surrounded.


As
much of her little town as the government found necessary was packed up to
be moved away. Naya felt an urge to return someday. To dare to
retrace those steps.


"Well,
well! Someone looks dashing! Wait a moment there, Naya."


Behind her,
Lila slipped out of the warehouse from between a loose sheet of tin, which she
then set back into place. She had her medical bag in hand; from it she produced
a small, wide, cylindrical tin and passed the object on. Naya took it, and
popped open the cap. Inside there were several little syrettes of morphine.
They were like syringes, but instead of a rigid glass cylinder the
syrettes resembled a toothpaste tube with a needle.


"To
use them, take the pin at the end and break the seal on the tube. Then you can
attach the needle. At a shallow angle, break your skin with the needle, and
squeeze."


Lila showed
her the process in an abstract fashion.


Naya nodded
her head. She held on to the tin.


"Thank
you, Lila -- for everything."


Lila bowed
her head with a beaming smile on her face.


"So,
where is everybody?" Naya said.


"Farther
down," Lila said, pointing past the remains of a wooden fence toward a
cluster of brick buildings, "they have a little repair area on a platform
there. Since I wanted to talk to you more privately I brought you out here,
with everyone's permission."


"All
of them suspect it, right? About me? I should just tell them." Naya said.


Lila shook
her head, still smiling. "All of them trust you, Naya. You can tell them
what you told me if you want, but I don't think any of them will demand to know
it. I'm the only one who needs to know to keep renewing your morphine
prescription." She winked.


"It's
going to keep getting worse, isn't it?"


Naya rubbed
against the small of her back. It didn't hurt anymore. Nothing hurt now. Her
head was still a touch too cloudy, but the morphine made her feel like her
old self again.


That did
not mean that the cause of the pain was gone at all.


Only that
Naya could not feel it.


It was like
pouring excessive coolant into the Raktapata.


"I
don't know." Lila said, her eyes wandering away from Naya's gaze.
"Tankers can come down with a lot of things as they get older. They
develop arthritis and back pains, due to the conditions in the tank; partial
deafness from all the noise; the shocks and stress can give them anxiety; and
sometimes even smoker's lung from inhaling fumes."


"We can
come down with an awful case of death, too." Naya glibly replied.


"A
common affliction in armed service." Lila cheerfully replied. She
seemed to buck up herself at the sight of Naya's own dark humor. She spoke
gently. "I'm sorry, Naya, I'm just a military medic, so I'm limited in
what I can do. I only know how to treat the things that can happen to soldiers.
I know that in the course of this war, you probably won't become better.
I don't think your condition will ever go away at this point. But I think you
can live your life well despite everything. Mitigating the pain is a
good place to start."


At
seventeen years that might have been devastating to hear, but now, Naya already
knew what it meant to have to live with the pain. At least she had morphine on
hand. Now she could take the next crucial step -- learning again to live
without the pain.


"That's
all I need to hear." Naya said.


Lila patted
her on the back. "Maybe in Solstice City you can find a physician who
could help you with it. I know there's a lot of radical medicine happening
there."


Solstice --
the capital. It was the place they were all likely retreating toward.


"I'll
keep that in mind." Naya said.


All she
knew about Solstice was that her father had gone there.


Lila patted
her back, noticing the somber instant in her expression.


"Let's
rejoin everyone, tank commander! Show off your new suit to them."


Naya
cracked a little smile and followed Lila down the side of the tracks. They
passed the tall, open-topped train cars surrounded by rail workers and
soldiers, and the platform cranes heaving machinery, and then crossed the
tracks, moving toward the buildings in the distance. There was a lot of open
space, occupied only by stray cars taking up disused lanes of track, between
the forward platform and the new storage areas.


"You
drove in that really big tank to Benghu, right?" Naya asked.


"Ah,
no, Isa drove it. I helped Karima heave ammunition into the gun."


"Karima
too? Huh. You two always seem to be together."


"We
both joined Vijaya at around the same time, so we were the new kids
together."


"Back
then, was she as salty, or did she calcify over time?"


"Hey!"
Lila slapped her playfully in the arm. "She's a great lass, I'll have
you know!"


"I'll
take your word on it." Naya replied, a little skeptical. "So, the
tank you all took to Chanda; it was the big thing in the workshop, under the
tarp in the corner, right?"


"Yes,
it's called the 152mm Self-Propelled Gun 'Mandeha.'" Lila replied.


Naya's
mouth hung a little open. "One hundred and fifty two?"


Lila nodded
her head rapidly in response, a big smile on her face.


"It's
annoying though! The ammunition is so heavy! And it's so noisy. You should hear
the gun after it goes off." She stretched out her arms. "It's this
earth-shattering, ka--"


In the
distance something filled in Lila's mimicry with the genuine article.


Naya
snapped her head toward the warehouses and saw smoke rising.


Before she
could process what was happening she heard another blast. A second plume
of smoke rose from the far end of the warehouses. Naya broke into a run; Lila
hung back for a moment in shock, but took off after her. They ran away from the
track and into the cluster of brick warehouse buildings in their own section of
the yard, projecting from the southeast.


Outlying
buildings blocked their view of the meadow but Naya knew what must have been
happening -- Nocht had sent more tanks up through Chanda to catch up to them.


There was a
third, louder blast. Smaller impacts followed much too quickly after. Between
the warehouses, rising smoke and flashing fires could be seen, too fast, too
close.


At once the
rail yard became chaotic.


Naya saw
groups of men and women come rushing toward the track and the train, followed
by uniformed rail security officers. Whether trying to control them or run away
with them, it was difficult to tell. A light car drove along the side of the
flattened path paved between the warehouses; a territorial
army officer urged calm using a megaphone, and shouted for soldiers to
draw pistols and rifles and anything they had on themselves and hunker down in
place. People ran forward blindly, hands on their heads, as if that would
shield them.


Thankfully
there was enough space, and thin enough crowds, that the warehouse area did not
become an utter stampede. Families, friends, lone refugees, streamed out from
the buildings, and Naya and Lila rushed through the gaps in them, straining
their eyes and craning their necks to catch any glimpse of fighting deeper in
the area. Flashes and columns of black smoke and skyward debris were clearly
visible, but no sign of crossfire.


Together
Naya and Lila cleared the first block of warehouses and most of the crowds.


"There
it is!" Lila shouted. "Damn, they still haven't gotten the turret on
right!"


Following
Lila's directions, Naya finally spotted the yard's lower loading
platform with the Raktapata on it ahead of them. It was just a short dash
from the road back to the track.


Coming down
the road however, she spotted something else entirely as well.


Looking
around in confusion amid the movement of people, a young woman with wavy brown
hair, wearing a thick coat over clothes that had probably been soaked in the
rain. She walked with a crutch, limping gently forward. Slim, pretty, vibrant,
all too familiar.


Her eyes
peered over the crowd and stopped.


Just as
Naya spotted her, Aarya found her too.


They paused
as the crowd fled past them, and seemed to stand alone as it thinned.


"Naya?"
Aarya said, in the tone of a question. She reached out tentatively her hand.


"Yeah."
Naya said simply. She crossed her arms, almost hugging herself.


It was the
first time she had seen her in years now, but her face, that soft, gentle face,
that warm glow she had even when she worried or frowned, brought back a rush of
dusty old sentiment. Lying together under Benghu's trees, walking down
Chanda's halls, singing in the temple (one of the few things Naya did for
her in which she never excelled). Naya felt an uncomfortable warmth in her
heart, an anxious buzzing in her stomach. She felt drawn back again, too far
back, to that confident, athletic girl still too shy to say I love you.


But that
was not Aarya's fault and she did not want to keep dwelling as if it was.


Naya
promptly cut the meters between them, standing plaintively before her
friend.


Aarya
spread her arms and gave her a chaste little hug, bending forward slightly.


That they
could not pull themselves chest to chest like they did as girls was emblematic
of the distance that had built over the years. But they were closer than they
had been for years.


Without
hesitation Naya embraced her back, her head hovering over Aarya's
shoulder.


"I'm
sorry we had to meet like this. I have to go again, Aarya." Naya said.


Her friend
looked her in the eyes with a soft, contented expression.


"I
understand, Naya." Aarya said simply.


They
separated, each taking a single, belabored step back.


They locked
eyes for a moment.


"Naya!
It is you! Thank the spirits!"


Over Aarya's
shoulder, Naya spotted Darshan, hobbling slowly forward. He too had a big coat
on, and he was surrounded by small children who were looking every which way.


At first he
had a sort of dazed look, but when his eyes settled on Naya he lit up.


It was as
if she drained all of the terror of the situation. He started toward her.


A few days
ago Naya might have grumbled at his appearance, but all the children were
staring at her and Lila in awe as they approached them, and Darshan himself had
such a jovial look, already holding his own arms out and with his mouth wide
agape.


He, too,
had been a staple of her old life. Sometimes she forgot that.


When he got
close enough, he threw his arms out almost as if to pick her up.


He had
gotten large enough to do it too.


Naya held
her fingers out like a gun and poked him in the chest, giving him pause.


"Nope,
nope, nope. We don't do that on the track, chum. Remember?"


She held
out a fist. He looked at it briefly.


Then,
perhaps like muscle memory, his own closed fist met hers.


That was
the kind of friends they were.


"You're
still so cocky, Naya!" Darshan laughed.


Naya held
her fists to her hips and stood with her chest out and a conceited grin.


He turned
to the children. "Kids, this is comrade Naya Oueddai! She will keep us all
safe and take care of the bad guys, just like at the school before. Right
comrade Naya?"


Aarya
giggled a little and stood with the children, awaiting an answer.


Inexplicably
happy to oblige, Naya maintained her pose and spoke strongly.


"Kids,
I don't have a frightful bone in my body. I'll send those imperialists
packing."


Several
children clapped at her, and a few others outright cheered.


There was a
metallic noise nearby as the Raktapata's turret dropped onto its ring.


Naya pointed
over her shoulder at the platform.


"That's
my ride! I've gotta go load up! See you all later!"


She took
off running, feeling like her face would break from putting on a grin so
long.


Lila waved
gently at the children and ran behind her.


Perhaps it
was the morphine; but though she reunited and broke again so quickly, Naya
felt a warmth and gentleness, the soft light of shared old bonds, slowly
mending in her.


She charged
to the platform with new zeal. She had to protect everyone.















Ten
vehicles approached the rail yard from the south, at first hugging the wooded
hills along the western edge of the meadow to conceal themselves before turning
northeast. Commanders rode with their heads outside their top hatches until
they spotted the target area in the distance, and prepared for battle. Four M4
tanks, one special; two M3 Hunter assault guns; three Sd.Kfz. B Squire half-tracks, carrying ten men inside
and five hanging where they could; and the Dicker Max experimental assault gun
in the lead.


Several
kilometers from Chanda the meadow climbed a few meters to become level with the
terrain of the adjacent town of Benghu, and on this gentle rise the Benghu rail
yard had been erected. It was a small, low capacity yard, with a little
under a dozen buildings, many recent additions, and two platforms
with small cranes. Nochtish aerial photos were grainy and taken in haste, as
the weather and Ayvartan anti-air fire permitted. But they were enough for
the tankers to become fairly well aware of the general layout.


From afar
the tanks spotted the track, coming sharply in from the wooded east and
disappearing behind a cluster of brick buildings. Set atop a flat plane of gray
cement, the small warehouse area included a long row of buildings along the
southern end of the rail yard and a second row behind the first, separated by
concrete roads. Crates and discarded cars had been left between buildings to
form a contiguous line against the meadow.


This was
the first visible sign of the rail yard from the meadow. Along with
the rectangular old station building, the warehouses blocked sight of
the main rail platform from the meadow -- and blocked the sight of the meadow
from the yard itself as well.


Once the
tanks drew within 2000 meters they spotted the sandbag emplacements and the
guard pillbox, a cement square face with a cross-shaped slit housing an
anti-tank gun. There the formation started to break up; the Panzergrenadiers in
their half-tracks hooked around north, trying to find a different approach
along the track itself, while the tanks rushed to the center of the meadow and
moved perpendicular to the rail yard.


They did
not expect to be the first to fire -- they would depend on their armor to
withstand long-range attacks from the common and weak Ayvartan 45mm gun in
the pillbox.


Even that
obstacle failed to materialize; through grass that only barely concealed
them, the tanks crept to within 1500 meters and found nobody in the
pillbox challenging them.


"Asleep
at the wheel." Reiniger said. He cracked a cruel grin to himself.


The Dicker
Max was much more comfortable than his old M4. Thanks to the open-topped
superstructure housing the gun, he could sit well, stretch his legs decently,
and stand up, all without bumping into metal anywhere. His loader took seat
beside him. Below them, inside the hull, was the driver. There should have
been an additional loader, or so suggested that annoying computer woman -- but
Reiniger took only one. As an experimental tank there were all manner of
oddities to it. Behind the superstructure there were armored compartments for
personnel to hide in for some reason. And in the front of the tank there was a
fake, enclosed driver's compartment, symmetrical to the real one.


Pointless
indulgences from the engineers; the real beauty was the tank's long-barreled
10.5 centimeter gun. A cylindrical muzzle brake was attached at the end to
help disperse the gun's terrifying recoil force. There was no gun like it on
any tank he had ever seen.


He expected
great things from it; the time had come to do some experimenting.


Reiniger
stood from his seat and looked over the armor. He could see the buildings, the
sandbag emplacements atop the slope, the pillbox. It was all there for the
taking.


"Hunters,
elevate your guns and prepare to fire once the Dicker Max has taken three
shots; Sentinels, start moving and join the attack then as well.
Panzergrenadiers will continue east and north and attack along the track. Keep
that train from going escaping."


He received
a few acknowledgments, the most half-hearted coming from a certain fairy.
Reiniger fleetingly thought to give him a special assignment, but in this
operation he was nobody. Just another tank. He could approach and attack in a
line with the rest of them.


Almost
breathless, as if in reverence, Reiniger approached the gun.


Looking
down the gun sight, Reiniger aligned the pillbox on the tip of the
triangle.


His loader
picked up the heavy 10.5 cm shell and slid it into the breech.


Unlike his
M4, there was no foot pedal for shooting. Just a good old fashioned chain.


With a
glint in his eyes, Reiniger pulled the chain and watched the shell fly. He
heard the muzzle blast clear as day even with the brake, and felt the recoil
dispersing into the superstructure. However he could not see his shot at first
-- the Dicker Max raised such a large cloud of dust in front of the tank that
nothing could be seen of the impact.


Across the
meadow and atop the slope the pillbox went up in pieces, the large
high-explosive shell almost causing the cement face to topple over completely.
When Reiniger finally got a look at it, he found crumbled cement, a gun turned
to slag, and fire and carnage behind the remains as the ammunition stored in
the pillbox cooked off.


Around him
the M4 tanks started to trundle slowly forward.


At his side
the loader withdrew a shell from the rear storage and loaded the gun.


Reiniger
traversed the weapon a few degrees to the left and raised the elevation.


"Fire
on my signal." He shouted to the loader.


Abruptly,
he climbed out of the tank's side and stood on the track, extending the radio
cables almost as far as they could go out of the tank. He raised binoculars to
his eyes with one hand and held on to the hull with the other. It was the only
way he could observe the firing of the gun due to the amount of smoke clouding
the sights and slits.


"Shoot
now!" He ordered.


Inside, his
loader pulled the chain.


Reiniger
was almost knocked clean off the tank, to hang by the radio cord.


It took all
his strength to stay in place as the shell soared over the sandbags.


There was a
bright flash accompanying the eruption of the shell as it struck the building
behind the emplacements. Chunks of brick and shell fragments filleted the
defenders, and sandbags went flying from the force of the blast pushing out
from behind them.


Almost the
whole wall crumbled under the force of his attack.


Reiniger slapped
the hull in celebration, overcome with child-like glee.


"This
shit's too good!" He shouted to himself, cackling. "It's too fuckin' good!"


Now this
was what he needed all along; what was missing. It wasn't him, it wasn't his
luck, it wasn't that he struggled; all he needed was power, the right kind of
power. Just as he crushed the anarchists in their holes in Cissea with the
advent of the M3 Hunter, now the Dicker Max put him over the Ayvartan commies.
He knew this to be true when he felt the force of the recoil shaking up the
tank, smelled the smoke, and saw the havoc.


To think
that Noel would give this up! Reiniger was ecstatic. This was
a war-winner!


Finally the
hand had come, the hand to lift him; and the hand offered a gun!















On the
lower platform, the Vijaya team was scrambling to put all their secret weapons
back together. Engineers hauled ammunition out from test stocks, and funneled
fuel into the tanks. Captain Rajagopal hid behind a light car, parked alongside
a small tractor as a makeshift barrier, murmuring things into the radio. In the
distance the shells fell closer and farther. Team Vijaya was making good
progress -- the Raktapata had its turret set back into its ring with a crane,
and the Mandeha's engine hatch was quickly and decisively shut.


As Naya
arrived, Chief Ravan was diving into the Raktapata's turret to make the final
adjustments and ensure everything was done properly. Farwah was standing beside
the tank with a flat look on his face, while behind him a few engineers cleared
the Mandeha for operations. A sharp metal thrumming signaled the engine
starting; the tank turned around in place. Isa sat at the
controls with his head partially out of the front hatch.


Lila
rejoined Karima at the side of the much larger self-propelled gun. With a final
little wave at Naya, she climbed the massive turret using steps bolted onto the
rear.


"Alright,
everything is ready!" Chief Ravan said, her voice echoing in the tank.


She climbed
out, threw a few tools on the ground, and approached.


Suddenly
she took Naya's hands in hers with a gentle look in her eyes.


"Are
you feeling up to one last test, dear?" She asked. Several grease stains
marred her face, and her hair too. Somehow she managed to appear strangely
graceful regardless.


In the
distance, a column of smoke rose as a shell hit between empty warehouses.


Everyone
stared at it for a moment and then turned again toward each other.


"More
than ready, ma'am!" Naya energetically replied.


Chief Ravan
nodded her head, smiling at the private's vigor. "Good! I fixed the turret
ring problem and the engine overheating, so you should be good for this
operation!"


"'Fixed.'"
Behind her, Farwah raised his hands and made little air quotes.


"Hmph!"
Chief Ravan glared at him. "I ameliorated them! I did all I could right
now!"


"I
appreciate it." Naya said. She turned to Farwah. "Ready to go,
driver?"


Farwah
nodded once. He gave a parting glance at the Mandeha before moving.


Using a
step-ladder on the side of the platform, Naya and Farwah climbed onto the
Raktapata. Dropping down the hatch, Naya caught the a
strong whiff of chemical lubricants, somewhere between burnt plastic
and fresh gasoline. Seemingly every surface was slick with lubricants and
degreaser. Naya was forced to don gloves to touch her instruments.


As soon as
she settled on the gunner's seat, she hooked herself into the radio.


"I'm
at my station and ready to go." She said, broadcasting to all of 'Camp
Vijaya'.


When the
engine started below and behind her it drowned out the distant explosions.


She
stretched her hand back, touching the ammunition rack. She ran her fingers
across the length of the gunnery lever, and the turret gear, and the breech
lock. She looked down the gunnery sights. In front of her the Mandeha was
moving out along the road.


On the
periscope, she panned around. Chief Ravan joined Captain Rajagopal behind the
light car, and donned her own radio headset. Naya saw them
holding hands and smiled.


She felt no
pain. She felt energy, vigor, rushing through her muscles and sinews, down her
back, across her arms, brimming at the tips of her fingers. She felt strong;
ready.


It wasn't
just the medicine. It was the unburdening; the acceptance; the resolution.


Naya
Oueddai had found the legs with which she could run forward again as she used
to. They happened to be tracks this time, perhaps, and surrounded by thick
metal.


But they
ran forward all the same. She knew it even without the wind directly in her
face.


"Raktapata,
are you ready for your mission?" Captain Rajagopal asked.


"Yes
ma'am!" Naya replied. "Let's teach them not to stalk behind
Camp Vijaya!"


"Good!
You're full of spirit." Captain Rajagopal said. "Here's the
situation: a detachment of Nochtish armor has been hellbent on following us
from Chanda. They've snuck in from the meadows, and unfortunately our rear
guard was dozing off despite orders to maintain a high alert. Reports are
coming in of six or seven tanks, including a large, self-propelled gun type
tank we have never seen before. Most of them are M4 mediums."


"Can
the KnK-3 gun deal with them?" Naya asked.


"We're
not sure." Chief Ravan interjected. "I think you should be able to
penetrate the sides on any of those tanks from 1500 to 2000 meters with your
76mm, but you won't have the benefit of getting a well angled shot unless you
break out into the meadow."


"Which
you won't be doing." Cpt. Rajagopal said. "Naya: You will appear
along the edge of the rail yard and meadow, taking what shots you can and then
retreating. Our objective is not the total defeat of the enemy, but to buy time
and create the condition for a retreat. Lure the enemy into the first warehouse
row and trade shots with them. The Mandeha will stay near the track
along the second warehouse row to block the way to the train."


On the
radio, a fourth voice, Karima's, broadcast into the same conversation.


"Ma'am,
if the Mandeha catches sight of any of those tanks, it can kill them,
right?"


"With
a 152mm gun, I should hope so!" Naya said.


"The
Mandeha is only loaded with high explosive ammunition, not armor
piercing." Chief Ravan said. "However, factoring in the sheer size of
the gun, a direct hit on the armor from a high explosive shell would likely
cause fatal spalling or knock out the crew."


"Yes
ma'am. Thank you ma'am!" Karima said. She was all business.


"Alright
then." Captain Rajagopal cleared her throat and put on her most
authoritative voice. "Raktapata, deploy and advance! You are free to fire
at your own discretion!"


Naya
grinned. She leaned under the gunner's seat, procuring a 76mm AP-HE shell from
the rack on the lower underside wall and lifting it effortlessly back up onto
her lap.


"You
heard the Captain, Farwah! Move out at full gear, and watch out for
corners!"


"Yes
ma'am!" Farwah replied. Even he sounded faintly energetic.


Drive
wheels spinning relentlessly, the Raktapata dropped down the platform ramp and
rushed down the paved road between the first and second rows of buildings. The
Mandeha followed slowly behind them for a short distance
before separating from the Raktapata and running between the track and the
second row of new warehouse buildings.


Now split
up, the two elements of Camp Vijaya were fully underway.


After
crossing one block Naya scanned along her right flank using her periscope and
caught the first hint of green from the meadow, though the way was barred by a
discarded rail car. There was lingering smoke everywhere and several shell
craters all along paths between the parallel warehouse rows and the alleys
between each perpendicular block of buildings.


There was
enough space between the rows of buildings to turn around, and some of the
warehouses had open shutters through which a tank could fight. She
had sightline about about eight hundred meters long from one end of a row
to the other. However, she expected that combat maneuver would be limited to
shooting around the corners.


As they
passed another alley, Naya found it closed off only by a metal crate.


"Farwah,
reverse and turn into that alley! I need to see into the meadow."


The
Raktapata braked, retraced its steps, and swung backward and left, turning to
face the alleyway. Pushing through the crate and knocking it out into the
connecting meadow-facing street, the tank moved clumsily out onto the concrete
path encircling the outer edge of the rail yard, free from the corridors of
buildings and paths within the rows and alleys.


Naya made
contact with the enemy as soon as the front hull left the alleyway.


Under the
reddening early evening sky, partially obscured by grass, seven of the enemy's
tanks crept closer to the rail yard. They were less than 500 meters
away and moving in an amorphous formation, slowed down by the mud and puddles
underfoot. As she watched them, Naya felt her eyes drawn toward a specific,
glinting stretch of metal.


Two of the
tanks were lagging behind the formation by a dozen meters. They stopped, raised
their guns, and fired on the rail yard -- self-propelled artillery. Isolated.


In the next
instant Naya pushed the shell on her lap into the gun and aimed.


The
Raktapata had a clear shot at the exposed side armor of an M3 Hunter.


She
centered the markings on the lens around the side of the vehicle.


Her gun
sight rocked from the recoil action; when her reticle finally settled, the
target was obscured with smoke. She perforated the 38mm armor and the shell
erupted inside, causing every slit and hatch on the tank to force open and
flash red. Smoke blew from the gun and the engine ventilation, and flames
played atop the engine compartment.


Several guns
peering over the tall grasses swung sharply around to face her.


Naya spotted
puffs of smoke and bright muzzle flashes in the meadow.


Green
tracers soared over the hill and the turret shook violently.


A
shell slammed the front of the gun mantlet and nearly threw Naya off her
seat with its violence. Two shells flew past the tank and punched into the
corner and wall of the adjacent building. A fourth shell crashed in front of
the tank and put a hole in the floor.


"Farwah,
move as fast as you can to the other end of the row!" Naya shouted.


Screeching
to full speed, the Raktapata charged atop the slope, rushing along the
rail yard's outer road. Enemy guns harassed them every meter. Green
tracers lit up the air around the tank, their trails rising over its turret,
behind its engine, in front of the track guard. Chipped cement, flying brick,
broken glass and pillars of smoke discharged in their wake.


Naya spun
the turret gear and whipped the gun around trying to put the other M3 in her
sights -- she had to stop that artillery from shooting into the rail yard
and endangering the train. Doing that might force the rest of those tanks to
hurry into the buildings.


Front and
center among the enemy however she spotted that large new tank.


She found
herself drawn to the immense size of its gun.


And as she
did she saw it traverse and elevate.


A sizable
flash, an ominous boom and a thick cloud of dust accompanied its shot.


In front of
her a building wall burst open from the impact.


Debris cast
a shadow over them as if the whole building was falling.


Much of it
was.


Dozens of
bricks launched off the wall and this debris bounced off the Raktapata's turret
armor and crunched under the drive wheels. Like a smothering hand the roof and
wall of the building swayed and toppled over the tank. Naya felt
everything shaking as the ruin smashed them over them, tin and brick and
wood coming to lie over the turret and hull.


Accelerating,
the Raktapata smashed through the falling debris and escaped.


Behind them
a salvo of green tracers chopped through the remains.


Naya almost
felt her foot touch the grave from that attack.


"One
direct hit from that and we're dead! Farwah, don't stop for anything!"


"I
need to slow down to take the corner ahead." Farwah said calmly.


"Figure
something out!" Naya cried at him.


Accompanying
the new tank, the four M4 Sentinel mediums moved toward the slope with their
guns raised and firing every few seconds. Despite the prodigious amount of
steel flying her way the Raktapata was moving at a good enough clip to avoid
the shots.


Hoping to
stem the tide, Naya launched her own attack.


A red
tracer discharged from the Raktapata's gun and soared right past the enemy.


It overflew
the new tank, causing no effect.


"Too
unstable." Naya grit her teeth. Her gun was shaking too much while on the
move.


From the
field a concerted salvo launched in response to her attack.


Several AP
shots dug into the road and the slope once more; well behind her a second
building was smashed open by the large gun, and she barely felt the shot this
time.


Was she
somehow leaving its aim behind?


Everything rocked
suddenly as a shell slammed hard into the side armor.


A dent
formed on lower hull superstructure through which a pinprick of light entered.


Naya
glanced at it briefly. She swallowed a lump in her throat.


Turning
back to her shaking gun sight she just barely managed to spot the culprit.


It was that tank; purple stripe, with
the letters on it. Only now, it was an M4 Sentinel.


"Farwah,
that damn tank from before got bigger somehow." Naya shouted.


"That's
not possible." Farwah tonelessly said.


She transferred
over to her periscope, which she kept parallel to the road.


They were
almost to the corner around the eastern edge of the rail yard.


That was
the end of the road for them.


"Farwah,
I'm going to need to stop for the briefest second to shoot." Naya said.


"I
have a better idea." Farwah replied. "Move your gun parallel to
the hull again."


"What?
What kind of idea is this?"


Cryptically,
Farwah replied, "Naya, the ground here is wet."


Raising her
brows in confusion, Naya obliged him and swung the turret back.


"Hang
on."


Barely had
he given the warning when the Raktapata veered sharply.


Naya almost
hit the turret wall.


Seconds
before reaching the edge of the cement path the tank jerked toward the interior
of the turn. Its right track stopped completely; the
mechanical vibrations of the tank, felt acutely inside the turret, now
concentrated on its left side. Displacing water, the tracks slid over the
slippery cement even when power was cut. The Raktapata's rear swung suddenly
out toward the enemy's approach while the hull front turned into the
corner.


They were
hydroplaning on the wet concrete.


Power cut from the left track and
intermittently returned to the right, then left again.


Farwah was
correcting and correcting the course, working the sticks feverishly.


Completing
a wild spin, the tank's rear crossed the outer corner, swung inside and
hit the building wall. The Raktapata came to a stop with its glacis plate
facing the meadow.


"Shoot
now!" Farwah called out.


Though it
lacked grace, the result was inarguable.


Just like
they had seen it before -- a tank sliding over the open ground.


Naya would
have to congratulate him later.


She
returned to her gun sight, sighted the M3 and opened fire.


Her 76mm
shell crossed several 50mm shots from the M4s in the field.


All of the
enemy's attacks impacted the Raktapata.


Seconds
earlier they would have hit the exposed rear.


Now they
hit only the thick front.


She clung
on as the gun mantlet and glacis plate deflected the shots. In quick succession
the turret banged and shook as each shell smashed apart in front of her.


Her own
shot was much more decisive.


Striking
the left of the M3's gun mantlet, her own shot penetrated into the
interior.


Inside the
tank the ammunition cooked off, turning the vehicle into a fireworks display.


"Alright!
Draw back into the buildings!" Naya said.


Having
pounced on the artillery, the Raktapata backed away into the shadows.


Nocht would
not give up, however. One particular tank was poised to follow.















Noel was
quiet all the way from Shebelle's outskirts, to Benghu, past Chanda, and on the
approach to the rail yard. He did not feel up to speaking with Reiniger, whom
he considered almost offensive to interact with now; and he disliked the
interior of the M4. He could hardly see Ivan through the turret ring and
floor. There was only a small gap connecting the lower turret basket with the
hull front where the tank driver sat.


So in the event
anything happened, Noel's last sight would likely not be Ivan.


Perhaps it
was a little romantic, to have to crouch and extend their arms through a thin
gap in order to hold hands in their final moments as the tank crumbled around
them.


But it
didn't appeal to him as much as a smaller, tighter tank did. He felt annoyed.


Reiniger
had no words for him; only the platoon-wide radio messages, brief and
perfunctory. Turn here, cling to the hill. He gave orders almost as if annoyed
that he had to lead everyone, and he gave very few of them. All around him, his
tanks clustered in a formless mass, with only marginally better formation
discipline than the Ayvartans.


He supposed
that was why his men liked him -- he let them do whatever on the field.


On the
approach to the rail yard, Noel waited for the Dicker Max to take its shots,
but he did not open fire with the rest of the platoon. Reiniger had cleared the
pillbox and the sandbags and then called no targets, so frankly Noel knew not
what he was shooting at.


He seized a
50mm shell, a little bit larger than his old 37mm shells. He could not
juggle these. Noel kept the shell on his lap as he waited for a target call.
Meanwhile everyone else was firing in every direction. Glass shattered,
buildings endured small 50mm HE detonations that barely dented the thick
brick walls, and several shots fell on the slope. It was almost vexing how
directionless and pointless this attack was at first.


That is,
until Noel thought he saw crowds running past the alleyways.


It dawned on
him that all this blind nonsense fire could be hitting civilians.


He picked
up the radio and put a call through to the Dicker Max.


"Lieutenant,
this is a train yard and Benghu is probably being evacuated. We
should--"


Reiniger's
cruel voice answered immediately. "Nobody cares, Skonieczny."


Noel grit
his teeth and turned away from his periscope.


He was not
watching the meadow when that new Ayvartan tank reared its head again.


"Shit!
M3 down! Put shots on that fucking thing now!"


At once
Noel returned to his gun sight, his heart skipping a beat.


That was
it, the same tank from before!


Cruising
along the edge of the rail yard, the tank avoided or absorbed dozens of shells
worth of gunfire from the entire approaching platoon. Suddenly everyone was
shooting again and everyone had a target. Some level of discipline had been
returned to the fighting, but it was to little avail
now. The Dicker Max hardly got off a shot, and for all their shooting no other
M4 seemed to hit; only Noel managed to dent the side of the damned beast, a
feat he attributed to his gyro stabilizers and to sheer dumb luck. Right before
their eyes the machine had appeared, killed a tank and was now poised to
vanish!


"For
fuck's sake! Get it when it turns the corner! I want it dead now!" Reiniger
shouted.


Sliding
their turrets several degrees ahead of the monster, the platoon readied to
fire.


Then just
as the machine reached the corner it gave them pause once more.


"Noel,
that's our turn! They stole our special turn!" Ivan cried out.


Right as the
whole platoon was getting ready to pepper the tank's rear as it turned the
corner, it baffled them all by swinging into a wild drift. Noel was the only
person not surprised by the maneuver itself; he was more surprised at who
executed it.


Their turn
was not perfect, but it was all they needed. No one could hit the rear now.


"These
Ayvartans learn too quickly!" Noel replied.


That
commie driver could not have been paying that much attention during the
Chanda attack! It was only a few brief seconds of movement, seen through a
glass driving slit or periscope! Noel almost felt insulted that they could
perform that maneuver so suddenly.


When the
enemy came to a stop, Noel quickly pounded the gun pedal.


He scored a
hit right off the middle of the turret. It deflected skyward.


Green
tracers converged on the tank and flew off in every conceivable direction.


From the
shadow of the building a muzzle flashed back at them.


At the
platoon's far side the remaining M3 went up in flames, popping and cracking as
its shells cooked off and exploded one by one and rained metal over the meadow.


That was
its objective all along of course. Take out their artillery. Force them to
close in.


As the tank
disappeared the Dicker Max took a crack at it.


Every shot
that it took caused a great roar and a massive smoke cloud.


Noel shook
in his tank, feeling the rumbling of the shot in his chest.


As a gun
directly ported from a long-range artillery cannon, the Dicker Max's specialty
was not just anti-tank fire, but instead its massive
high-explosive shells intended for clearing bunkers. It was these that Reiniger
now employed. He hit the building at the end of the row and had an
impressive effect. Bricks displaced like children's blocks, and an entire
wall seemed to crumble and spill over the concrete. Shell fragments flew every
which way, an unseen and quick killer that had nothing to hit. Their enemy was
gone.


He had
fired much too late. All of his shots had been much too late.


"God
damn it! Noel, get after that thing right now!" Reiniger ordered.


Noel
grinned. The Lieutenant's frustration and desperation was all too clear.


"Ivan,
fire up that supercharger." Noel said, offering Reiniger no response.


While the
rest of the M4s and the Dicker Max struggled with the muddy slope, the M4A2
rocketed past and swung around the buildings. It was time for Round 2 of this
match.















Throwing
the Raktapata into reverse gear, Farwah and Naya retreated from the meadow,
slowly clearing the length of the farthest warehouse. Soon as they reached the
adjacent alleyway, an explosion rocked the building. Crumbling right in front
of them, the corner they had just drifted around now blocked their view of the
meadow completely. A mound of bricks collapsed around the corner, and a fire
started inside the warehouse.


"Suits
me!" Naya said. She switched from gun sight to periscope.


Panning
around, she took in the outer meadow straddling the edge of the rail yard.


Most of it
was peaceful and unmolested. Behind herself she saw the eastern length of
track slicing through the upper meadow. At her side, when she turned back to
the rail yard, she saw an open area between the warehouses, about two hundred
meters across, used as a machining yard where trains and cars could be fixed
away from the track and the platforms. As such it was big and now completely
empty. A good place to run to.


She panned
back out around the meadow, concerned about her flanks as they moved.


Her
concerns paid off as her periscope followed the eastern length of the
railroad.


Driving
alongside the tracks she spotted half-track carriers trying to sneak
around them.


Compared to
Chanda, the infantry component of this attack was anemic.


Naya felt
confident she could put a stop to them right now.


"Loading
HE!" She called out. "Keep us steady
Farwah!"


Reaching
under the seat, Naya withdrew a high-explosive round.


On the back
of the shell she adjusted the delay fuse. She punched it into the breech.


Aiming just
over the half-track, she let loose the projectile. It soared right over the
open-topped vehicles and detonated right on time, spraying fragments right into
the men.


"Got
it!"


She adjusted
the magnification on her gun sight. Two of the half-tracks stopped moving, and
a third questioned its course and sharply veered away from the raised tracks.


"Farwah,
scratch two--"


Her
celebration was quite short-lived.


"Naya,
in front!"


Clinging to
her periscope, Naya endured another quaking of the turret.


Another
shell scored a direct hit.


A second
pinprick of light cast across turret.


She saw the
armor, bulging in.


Slamming
the turret gear control, she spun the gun back around.


Approaching
under two hundred meters from the side, the Konnigin closed in.


Naya fired
a shot but missed, hitting the ground next to the tank.


She managed
to make it veer off its course and lose some of its speed.


"Farwah,
back into that machining yard!" She called out.


As the
Konnigin stalked closer, the Raktapata hastily retreated through another
corner and pulled back into the broad and open machining yard that
Naya had seen behind them.


There were
no obstacles or pieces of cover save for a few stray metal crates. It was a
space framed by the surrounding buildings, and there were several more alleys
through which the Raktapata could retreat. Hugging the buildings, the Raktapata
rounded the other end of the space. There they parked and waited with bated
breath for the enemy.


Naya had no
intention to retreat any further. She turned the gun where she came.


Soon as the
Konnigin showed its face around the alley, the Raktapata blasted it.


A shell
struck the bulging single-piece gun mantlet and exploded.


The
Konnigin drove through the shot and retaliated. A thin puff of smoke and an
angry green discharge followed the armor-piercing shell. Smashing into the
Raktapata's glacis plate, it shattered, pieces of it rolling down the armor and
flying off the sloped plate.


"Even
at this distance, damn it." Naya said to herself. They were less than 200
meters apart and neither seemed able to shoot the other one decisively. This
was no ordinary M4.


Both tanks
started circling the area from opposite ends, guns turned on each other. Like
maned lions sizing up their rivals, they circled slowly around the edge of the
machining yard, trying to find each other's sides. Whenever one tank moved
the other mirrored.


Naya's
reticle hovered over the tank, unable to settle on any one part. She felt a tension
all through her body. This tank's crew had caused her a lot of grief. She had
to kill them.


Gritting
her teeth, she predicted the sway of the reticle and pulled the firing lever.


Her shot
went wide, flying over the side of the Konnigin and hitting a wall as the enemy
tank surged forward and came to a stop directly across from her. She grit her
teeth.


At once the
Konnigin answered, putting a shell right into her gun mantlet.


With a loud
metallic thunk it bounced off and ricocheted through a nearby window.


Fire and
smoke blew in from behind the glass, and the wall burst open.










 


"That
was not our shell." Noel shouted. He
turned his periscope on his flank.


Suddenly
the Dicker Max trundled out through the hole in the wall.


Crawling
over the rubble, its long gun braced with crossbars, poised to join the melee.


"OH
YEAH!" Reiniger shouted into the radio.


A grinding,
shaking noise, like chains, issued from the assault gun.


The Dicker
Max's tracks spun in place, and it began an extremely belabored turn.


The enemy
turned its attention to the new arrival and fired a snap shot.


Striking
the lower hull, the AP-HE shell detonated prematurely against the Dicker Max's
sharp plate seam, unable to penetrate. The Dicker Max had as much armor
there as the M4A2, and even at around 100 meters distance the gun on that tank
wasn't cutting it at that angle. This meant that Noel's M4A2 and the new
Ayvartan tank were effectively immune to each other's guns except at point
blank -- but not to the Dicker Max's.


However the
smoke from the blast blinded the already vision-impaired tank, and when the
Dicker Max took its shot it flew through open space right in between the
combatants, hurtling into the open shutter doors of a workshop and blowing open
a hole in its back wall. Unable to traverse the gun to follow its target, the
Dicker Max was again forced to turn the entire hull. Noel spotted Reiniger
rising out of the superstructure to see better.


"God
damn it!" Reiniger cried. "It traverses so fucking slow!
Noel, get them!"


Sensing its
opportunity the Ayvartan tank retreated through the nearest alley.


There was
no way the Dicker Max would have been able to attack it.


"We're giving
chase!" Noel called out.


The
Konnigin started after the Ayvartan monster.


Meters
ahead a plume of fire blossomed from the ground and gave Noel pause.


A massive
explosion covered the escape of the Ayvartan tank.


In its
wake, a crater over a meter deep was punched into the earth.


Had the
trajectory of the shot not been so flat Noel would have guessed that heavy
ayvartan artillery must have had them ranged. But that
shot had been from a tank.


The Dicker
Max suddenly started turning another direction.


"Shit!
Shit!" Reiniger shouted.


Shifting
his periscope Noel spotted another vehicle through the hole in the workshop
wall that the Dicker Max had bored a few moments before. He couldn't see the
hull but the turret and gun were framed by the ruins, and looked absolutely
gargantuan. All he could see through the aperture was a massive gun and a thick
mantlet protecting it.


"Fuck!
Another new tank! God damn it!" Reiniger screamed.


Thinking
quickly, Noel reached for the specialty shell stowage.


"Firing
smoke!"


Before this
new monster could shoot again, Noel threw a jab its gun mantlet.
Though his shell plinked harmlessly off the armor, it instantly burst into a
thick cloud of grey smoke.


"Ivan,
full speed ahead!"


Leaving the
Dicker Max to deal with this new threat the Konnigin hurtled into the alleys.















Running down the alleys, the Raktapata made
as much distance as it could while its enemy was distracted, but the Konnigin
was soon giving chase. Charging down the open road between the warehouse rows,
the Raktapata managed to make 300 or 400 meters from its enemy, but quickly
their vision instruments acquired each other again.


Amid the
warehouses, turrets turned and shells were viciously traded.


Whether there
was still a battle happening around them, it was as if the tankers couldn't
know, as if it was happening in another world. Guns locked to each other, all
sights aimed only toward the opponent, the tanks were trapped in their
whirlwind of violence.


Red flying
from the west, Green launching from the east.


An AP-HE
from the Raktapata hit a building corner and smashed bricks onto the Konnigin.
Noel's aim was the better of the two, however, and an APCB fired from the
Konnigin smashed into the Raktapata blew off its night fighting yellow
searchlight.


Retaliating,
the Raktapata turned its aim a few degrees lower and struck the lower machine
gun housing, caving in the bulb with blunt trauma. No penetration. Ivan was
safe. In anger, Noel shot back, but his own shell overflew the Raktapata's
tracks.


Red lights,
green lights, smoke, fire, no killing blows in the struggle.


Farwah and
Ivan clung on to the sticks, trying to move in whatever way would throw
off fire, but the tanks remained essentially in place, facing each other. It
was a fist-fight from several soccer fields away, punch, counterpunch -- APCB,
AP-HE, green and red tracers.


Colored
lights soaring between the enemies, linking them for fleeting instants.


Bounces, deflections,
shells shattered on armor. Blunt dents, small cuts on steel.


No two
shells hit the same place. No attack was decisive. They were evenly matched.


It would
come down to the crews, and to tactics chosen on instinct, within seconds.


Naya came
to her own decision and without thinking she already made peace with it.


"Farwah,
charge them! We're not going to get them from here!" Naya commanded.


The
Raktapata moved first and hurtled forward to ramming speed, its gun going
silent.


"Two
can play at this game!" Noel cried out. "Ivan, lets give them a final
show!"


Mimicking
its opponent the Konnigin supercharged down the road at top speed.


Moving like
boulders down a hill, the two tanks rushed to a collision course.


Both crews
felt the seconds ticking down, the opponent coming closer, timing the quick
beats of their own hearts, and the pulse of the machinery in which they were
encased.


Two hundred
meters, one hundred meters, fifty meters, twenty-five meters--


"Ivan,
left!"


"Farwah,
right!"


Taking the
last opportunity to shift course, the tanks cruised past each other.


Turrets
whipped violently around to put guns on each other's vulnerable rear
hulls.


Shells
loaded, drivers kept the vehicles steady.


Naya and
Noel gave firing orders to themselves.


Their
cries cut through the meters of distance and the millimeters of armor.


All at
once, down to the second: "Firing AP-HE!" "Firing APCB!"


Cannons
sounded, muzzles smoked, and shells rent apart the air.







 


 


























35. The One Who Will Die


 


53rd of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


Dbagbo Dominance -- Shebelle Outskirts, 8th
Panzer Division FOB


Schicksal grit
her teeth and held her tongue long enough to watch the tanks leave the camp.
She kept her eyes on one tank in particular, staring with a deathly glare. Once
the unit had gone, she turned sharply around, brimming with adrenaline, and
stomped from the edge of the camp into Dreschner's tent. Staff ducked away like
she was an incoming shell.


"General,
how could you let him treat you like that in front of everyone!"


She went in
shouting, but Schicksal quickly found that the General was not alone. At his
side on the strategic table she found a man wearing a black bowler hat
with his grey infantry uniform. There was a blue and white armband around his
arm. He looked up from a document he was filling out briefly, and returned to
it almost immediately.


"Settle
down, Signals Officer." Dreschner said, his tone apathetic.


Schicksal
blinked. That man at the table was a Schwarzkopf policeman. They were part of
the special investigative units in the fatherland. He was a gendarme, judging
by his armband and uniform, but the black bowler hat set him quite apart. What
was he doing?


"Is
everything alright, miss?" He asked, still writing on the page.


"She's
fine. We're all high-strung here." Dreschner interceded.


"I
understand." the Schwarzkopf said, delicately writing a ß.


In the
Gendarme's presence, the last thing she wanted to do was cause a furor.
Schicksal took a seat by the radios and waited for their business to conclude.
Dreschner and the man spoke briefly among themselves, traded photographs and
file folders, and once all the papers were filled, the gendarme gathered the
materials into a file folder wrapped with a plastic tie. He tipped his hat
to Schicksal, and vanished behind the tent flaps.


"General,
who was that man after?" Schicksal asked. "Did someone--"


She stopped
herself, recalling her own reason for coming here.


Of course;
that gendarme must have been here for Reiniger.


Dreschner
looked up from the table, over his own steepled fingers.


"You came
to ask why I allowed Reiniger to go?" He said. He
did not shift from his position, leaning into the table. "Well. Would
you rather I beat him into the floor again in front of Captain Skoniec,
and in front of Ms. Von Bletzen? Teach him with a fist?"


"No,
but." Schicksal paused and averted her eyes. "I don't know."


There was an
oppressive, expanding gloom inside the war room tent. A lamp hanging
overhead provided the only reliable light source, but its own shields dispersed
the color of its flame, such that dire shadows covered half of everyone's
face and half of every surface. Outside the grey sky was darkening and the
rhythm of the gently drizzling rain slowed down. Schicksal felt exhausted
now that the flame of her anger was snuffed.


She had always
felt trepidation around Reiniger. She tolerated him for the value that she
thought other people saw in him. She looked at the tables of organization and
knew that one less experienced lieutenant meant something to the mathematics
that kept all of them alive in this war. So she filtered every thought of him
through that. He had to stick
around, and he had to get better. But now she was just left
with the disgust of him.


Schicksal
hated that she was in his presence and felt intimidated by him.


She started to
wish that she could have delivered that fist to his nose and drawn blood.


She stood up
from her seat and approached the table.


"Honestly,"
Schicksal spoke up suddenly, "yes, punch him. Break his teeth. Throw him
on the ground and step on him until he vomits his own tongue. I'm sick to death
of him."


"That's
no good." Dreschner said. "Don't let that gendarme hear about
it."


"Sorry."
Schicksal said. She felt embarrassed, as suddenly as she had felt angry.


"As long
as it doesn't become a habit. I'd hate to lose your level-headed
personality."


Schicksal felt
a mix of shame and frustration, a cocktail that seemed to bubble hot in her
chest. This must have been how Dreschner felt on the night of Kunze's funeral.
She wondered, had she been in this mood, in this position, back then, would she
have beaten Reiniger? Would that have accomplished anything? What had
level-headedness gotten her so far? Finally the cocktail seemed to reach her
tongue, and she spoke virulently.


"He was a
jackal. He thought he was stronger than all of us and he acted like we only
existed because he allowed us to. I don't want to have to put up with people
like that."


"We're
not putting up with it; that's what the gentleman was for." Dreschner said
calmly.


Schicksal balled
up her hands into fists. "That's not enough! He needs it seared into his
bones! You said it yourself, he doesn't listen. He's even come close to hitting
me too!"


"It is
already seared into his bones. That is the source of the problem."


"I can't
believe you're taking this tack now!"


"I agree.
But one of us has to." Dreschner replied.


Schicksal
raised her hands to her reddening face.


Dreschner
gently continued.


"But I
also agreed with you, back then. When you said you thought I had what it takes
to fix anything. This is part of that. At the end of the day if I punch
Reiniger and accept him among my ranks I am condoning his behavior. That must
stop." Dreschner said.


Red mist
started to lift from the world, and Schicksal took a deep breath.


"I got
carried away." She said.


"I can't
judge you for that." replied the General.


"I feel
so powerless." Schicksal sighed. "Before Knyskna I only barely
interacted with these people. You gave me more responsibilities and recognized
me, General, and I felt like I had to live up to that, but I failed. And
now I feel like I should have done more of, something-- I don't know! I don't
know. I should have done something to stop him."


It reminded
her too much of home.


Both her
mother and her father, and her brothers, everything.


She always
thought, if she had just taken one bottle away from one hand.


Then
everything would have been settled. Everyone would have straightened out.


That was never
how it worked out there.


But she
thought that was the power Dreschner was giving her.


"I'm
sorry sir. This is stupid." She said.


Dreschner
looked at her in the eyes.


"No
matter your rank you will never have the power to correct anyone's history.
Neither your words nor your fists, or my fists, can change what a person is
dead set on doing. I'm telling you this not because I'm a saint but because
I've learned this the hard way. You can try, and you will try; you'll try your
damnedest. But you can't let it consume you."


"I'm
sorry."


"Don't
be. I'm the only one here to blame, for all of this. And I'm sorry
enough."


Her head was
swimming a little. She wondered if it was still the alcohol or just exhaustion.
She felt all the more ashamed for having drank the night before. It felt like
such a weak thing to do, such a stupid thing to give into. Just like the rest
of the Schicksals.


She grunted
weakly. "So whether he succeeds or not, it's a courts martial, huh."


Dreschner
straightened out in his seat. He gazed wearily at the flapping tent entrance.


He grunted
too. "Solitary confinement or the lash. That's what this hero has
earned."


Their words
hung in the air for a moment.


"I don't
think he would have made it." Schicksal said. Her brain was scattershot.


"Made
what?" Dreschner asked.


She shook her head,
tossing her hair around. She clutched her forehead.


"Kunze's
shot. That 2000 meter shot. When it counted. Reiniger wouldn't have made
it."


Dreschner
shook his head. He sighed deeply. "Kunze made that shot to save another
tanker. Reiniger has never acknowledged this because he would never take a shot
like that. Kunze had run his unit out into the open. He'd made a mistake. He
was afraid he would lose his men and fail his mission. He fell back. Everyone
retreated, but one crew stuck it out fighting out in front of the unit. He
was bound to get killed until Kunze made that miracle shot."


Schicksal
blinked. That was a side of the story she didn't know. "Who was in that
tank?"


"Corporal Jorg
Reiniger." Dreschner said.















Dbagbo Dominance -- Benghu Rail Yard,
Lower Yard


"Do you
see anything?"


"I'm not
looking through the rear viewport, Lila."


Lila turned
her head briefly. "Oh, I see there's shells in the way."


She pointed
behind Karima. It was indeed crowded in the turret basket.


"That's
not even it, I'm just not looking. There's nobody behind us." Karima
replied.


Lila shrugged
and returned to the vision equipment.


Owing to its
enormous turret, the 152mm Mandeha Self-Propelled Gun had the dubious
honor of being one of the few vehicles that the tall Private Karima Faizan
could fit well inside. Even then she felt her hair brushing up against the
upper turret hatch. She had an oppressive urge to duck just a little
whenever she stood at attention in the turret. On the partial floor
projecting from the turret ring guards she could stand somewhat straight, and
through the gap she could see Isa, seated at the control sticks below.


"Do it
for me, ok?" Lila said.


"Fine,
fine, I'll look, but it's not for you, it's so you shut up."


She rose as
much as she could, pushed the ammunition stacks out of the way and leaned
into the rear viewport with a sigh. Through the hole, which was meant for
a machine gun that had never been installed, she couldn't see a thing
except the train in the far distance.


Karima could
scarcely hear the shots being fired outside the extra thick armor,
especially over the grinding protests of the Mandeha's over-stressed
engine.


"There's
nothing but the train." Karima said.


"That's
good, then nothing's gotten past us." Lila said. She tugged on her shirt
collar, bringing the microphone pinned there to her lips. "How's the
evacuation going Isa?"


Over the
intercomm, their driver replied, "Last ETA I got was still thirty
minutes."


Though he was
directly below them, nobody could hear anybody outside the radio thanks to the
ungodly noise being made by the tank. Everything rattled and ground.


Thirty
minutes; how long ago had they last said
thirty minutes?


"Great."
Karima said, crossing her arms and sighing loudly. "I hope the Chief at
least manages to evacuate all of her trinkets safely. We'll just wait our turn
out here."


"Shush,
you! No cynicism." Lila scolded in her chirpy voice.


Though the
interior turret was large enough for multiple people to occupy when empty, when
the ammunition was loaded, it became cramped again. Each shell came in two
pieces, one a propellant charge and the other a warhead. There were no baskets
installed, so they ran around with these charges sitting on every surface. No
chairs had been installed either, but in their previous excursion, Karima had
found a good place to sit in the lip of the rear turret basket, where it
connected to the turret's cylindrical neck. So there she sat.


As they
guarded the tracks, Karima was surrounded on all sides by the flat-tipped
explosive charges and the cylindrical propellant pieces. Together, the pieces
made a shell over 60 cm long and 15 cm wide, weighing 40 kg. Every
piece was labeled for charge strength from one to three, but all the
charges she had available at the moment were Tier 3 low velocity propellant and
Tier 3 and 4 HE warheads. Tier 4 was only a handful of powder above a
training cartridge; Tier 3 was barely enough to put one-meter holes into
things.


In front of
her, Private Lila Bennewitz bounced around between the vision
slits on the turret sides, and the rotating periscope in front. Most of the
interior turret face was dominated by the massive breech of the 152mm gun,
adapted directly from a heavy howitzer, and the hydraulic traverse mechanisms
of the turret, controlled by a wheel. Nobody seemed able to turn turret or
lift the shells except Karima. Hence why she received this assignment.


On any other
occasion she would've been frustrated, but she had to admit riding around alone
in a big turret with Lila was not such a bad deal as far as combat posts could
go.


"Sorry."
Karima said.


"For
what?" Lila asked.


"Being me,
I guess."


Lila chuckled.
"Don't be."


"Me?"


"No!
Don't be sorry!"


"That's
gonna take some work."


Lila breathed
out.


Their blocking
position on the eastern, "back" end of the rail yard, straddling
the track, gave them a lot less insight into the battle than Karima would have
thought. They had buildings obstructing all of their view to the meadow on the
right, the factory areas left, and creating a tunnel of vision to the
grasslands dead ahead over which the track continued east. It was the best they
could do: the Mandeha couldn't climb the ramps to get off the southern side of
the rail yard and into the raised ground of the factory areas on their left.


At least, not
without destroying the ramps and potentially breaking the suspension.


Standing near
the tracks with their gun pointed down the length was all they could do.


"Karima,
could you peek out of the hatch and listen for the enemy?" Lila asked.


"Over the
sound of this monster groaning?"


"You'll
hear everything better once you're outside."


Shrugging, Karima
pushed herself up to as much of a stand as she could manage in the turret.
She stretched her hand, pushed up the hatch, and took three steps out. She kept
her head low to the metal. Set atop the chassis of an early production version
of the experimental Ogre heavy tank, the Mandeha was over four meters
tall. Karima was still not high enough to see around the buildings, but she
could hear the sounds of battle.


Cannons crying
out in the distance, one after the other.


Shells
crashing through walls, exploding; debris hitting ground, structures
collapsing.


She listened
to each rumbling noise, to each distant point of collapse.


It evoked
little feeling in her. Guns weren't what she was afraid of.


Karima panned
her head around the static landscape, the train tracks, the brick fence sealing
the factories off from the rail yard, the warehouse buildings. Despite the
shelling going on in the distance it was eerily quiet, lonely. It gave her a
little bump in the chest, thinking about how desolate this place was, how she
could step out of this tank and just be shut off from all the humanity she
could palpably interact with in a matter of minutes.


She shook her
head. No good to go down that route.


Having had her
fill of the outside she took a step down the ladder.


Smoke and dust
blew skyward as a shell smashed a building much closer to them.


Startled,
Karima slipped on a foothold.


She fell into
the turret, the hatch closing and hitting her on the head on the way down.


Crashing atop
Lila, the two of them ended up breast to breast on the floor.


"Ow!"
they cried at once.


They locked
eyes briefly, both wincing with pain, breathing ragged.


Karima averted
her gaze quickly and scrambled back up the steps.


"What
happened? Hey!"


Lila shouted after
her, but Karima was already out of the turret.


She pulled a
pair of binoculars and watched through an alley as the Raktapata tread
cautiously about, trading positions with an enemy tank. Judging by their
movements they were circling, trying to catch each other in the flank. She
heard guns going off; when the tanks moved just so she could see the shots
through the alley. It was tense.


She shouted
down into the turret, "Naya needs help! Turn this thing around!"


"Isa!
Turn 90 degrees!" Lila ordered.


"Roger!"


At once the
Mandeha's engine blew thin streams of black smoke, and its tracks crunched
along the ground. Karima closed the hatch and returned to the gun, looking
through the fixed gunnery sight as the tank turned itself to face the alleys,
through none of which it would fit. Though they could traverse the turret,
shooting with the turret in anything but the neutral position could 'cause some
issues' according to Chief Ravan.


"Can we
do anything from here?" Lila asked.


"We can
scare them." Karima said.


She felt a
sense of urgency -- Naya was in danger, and Farwah too.


They could get
killed.


And when you
die you don't come back.


That's one
less voice she'd never hear again. It spiraled in her brain, causing a
near-panic, the idea that someone she had seen, heard, mucked about with, gone.


Forever.


Just a little
bit more alone than before.


"I'll
help you with the shell!" Lila said in her bubbly voice.


"It's
fine, keep an eye out!" Karima replied, clearing her head.


She opened
the breech on the 152mm gun, threw in one of the warheads and screwed in the
propellant canister. All of the pieces were heavy, but she was strong enough
for the task, and desperate enough for it. She didn't want Lila exerting
herself with them unless absolutely necessary. Once the shell was in, Karima
closed the breech, locked it, and holding the chain in her hands she looked
through the gunnery sight again.


The Raktapata
started backing away, moving half out of her sight.


A shell sailed
through empty space, smashing into Naya's gun mantlet.


Retreating
after the blow, the Raktapata vanished from sight.


"Firing
152mm HE!"


Karima pulled
the chain.


Recoil forces
shook the entire turret.


A sound like
boulder falling onto hard ground issued from the gun.


Through the
alleys the shell soared and hit the ground between Naya and her enemy.


Smoke and dust
soared several meters high over a hole two meters wide
and one deep.


"Isa,
move closer to that building on the left!"


Nobody in the Mandeha
questioned that they were leaving behind their blocking position. Isa started
driving and Lila kept a lookout on the periscopes. This was Naya, and Farwah,
their compatriots, their friends; if they were fighting like this it was
because the Raktapata couldn't win like it did before. Otherwise they would not
have been retreating.


To hell with
the tracks! Karima couldn't let Naya's voice go silent in her head.


Even if she
didn't like her all that much; she couldn't take being left alone again.










Thanks to a
well-placed HE shell, the walls before the Dicker Max collapsed, the large
assault gun shoved its way through the rubble and into the open area of the
machining yard in time to intervene in Noel's duel with the new Ayvartan tank.
As Reiniger thought, the fairy was making no progress against that behemoth --
not even a 50mm gun could do it! At least he hadn't gotten killed. It was time
he left the job to a professional.


With a smile
on his face, Reiniger lined up what he thought would be a killing shot.


Noel played a
fine distraction, but this was to be Reiniger's moment, his trophy.


Cackling, he
pulled the chain and loosed a 10.5 cm APC tracer.


Frustration
soon set in again.


Blinded by the
smoke and dust blown everywhere by the muzzle brake, Reiniger failed to see
where his shot had gone at all. Owing to his slow traverse and the maneuvering
of the duelists, his aim was put extremely off. He took out nothing of his
enemy, merely punching a hole in a wall several dozen meters across from
the two combatants.


"Turn 20
degrees left, now!"


To make
matters worse the Dicker Max traversed so slowly that it was impossible to
realign before the enemy escaped. Reiniger shouted for Noel to go after it--


Then with a
roar of its heavy gun, a new contender entered the fray.


"God damn
it! God, fucking, damn it!"


Reiniger
shouted at the top of his lungs, flailing his fists around in a fury.


Smoke started
to clear around the machining yard; and it was like seeing a giant peer its
eyes through a window. There was nothing but green metal to be seen through the
hole his shell had made in the wall. The Ayvartans had made a tank that was at
least three meters tall and nearly as much wide,
and what Reiniger could see of the gun through the debris was massive.
Gargantuan even compared to the other new type.


And it was
hiding behind a building, its turret seams stuck with rivets.


So its armor
must have been trash.


His loader
pushed another shell into the breech, and Reiniger shouted into the radio.


"Turn 10
degrees right!"


Owing to its
limited traverse, every shot from the Dicker Max was a collaboration between
the driver and the gun crew. This was perhaps the most annoying aspect of it.


Thankfully,
the giant size of this new enemy tank meant that it was a massive target.


The Dicker Max
turned on its tracks and aimed through the hole in the wall.


At once the
Ayvartan tank pulled away from the aperture.


Reiniger's
shell launched and he saw nothing of it through his own smoke.


"Pursue!
Pursue! Run through this infernal smoke cloud!"


"Where
sir?"


"Into the
building you moron!"


His M4s would
be circling around the rail yard, Noel would be chasing the other tank; this
one had to be his kill, otherwise all he accomplished in this attack was biting
walls!


The Dicker Max
pushed out into the machining yard, past the open space and into the building.
Through the hole in the back wall the assault gun pushed up, running over
debris and peering through. Reiniger reacquired the Ayvartan tank, backpedaling
along the tracks and around the corner of another building. He quickly
traversed and fired.


Once more the
Dicker Max smashed clean into a wall and took it out. One hole through the
corner, and then the detonation, collapsing two brick walls for the price
of one. A quarter of the building became a mound of bricks, tin and glass,
behind which the Ayvartan tank must have been hiding. He could see no green
around the rubble.


"They'll
have to come out if they want to fight back. They're fucked now."


The Dicker Max
had no traverse and Reiniger knew it would be the same for that gigantic tank.
It must have been an Ayvartan assault gun. Only an assault gun could mount a
gun like that. In so doing, it gave up its turret completely. Reiniger's mind
was racing, his heart beating fast, but he knew that he had them. They would
have to slip out from beside the building and turn
their whole tank around to meet his own and fire.


In that span
of time the Dicker Max would put a 10.5 cm shell right through them.


They were
separated by less than 100 meters of clear space along the track.


Reiniger was
sure the Dicker Max would get through its armor. He just had to be patient.


"Correct
five degrees left." Reiniger ordered.


"Roger
sir," his driver replied. The Dicker Max gently shifted.


Reiniger waved
his hand in the air. "Can we do something about this smoke?"


Without
warning he heard a deep, booming crash as a wall collapsed.


"What was
that?" Reiniger asked. "Everyone pull up, take a look around."


Reiniger
looked around over the superstructure and saw nothing the matter. Half-inside
the building and half-out, the Dicker Max had a good view of the track, of the
open space in front of them, of the buildings on either side. There was nothing
to see.


"I don't
see anything sir, but we should turn left, toward the sound." said his
driver.


"Finally
a good idea. Turn us 50 degrees left."


The Dicker
Max once again undertook the laborious process of shifting its weight.


Only a few
degrees into the turn Reiniger heard a second explosion, closer.


In a flash the
green metal hulk appeared at the edge of his vision.


They had not
gone around the corner at all.


"Fuckers
blew through the wall, shit! Traverse, traverse!"


Reiniger threw
his arm back in a panic, pulling his gun chain and loosing a shell.


Smoke, dust,
blindness. No idea what he hit.


"God damn
it, forward, forward, turn faster--"


There was a
flash through the gloom.


Overhead a
shell struck the building, disgorging bricks into the Dicker Max.


In an instant
much of the building came down with those bricks.










"Isa,
back away now!"


That huge
assault gun had them in its sights, and with Naya gone there was no more reason
to stick around for it to target. The Mandeha backed away from the building it had
once thought was safe, its crew quickly learning that nothing was cover when
faced with a 10.5 cm gun. Hitting the second reverse gear, Isa took them as
fast as the tank could move backward around a building corner straddling the
side of the tracks.


Through the
aperture created by its own shot the enemy assault gun rumbled out.


A sharp flash
and a thick cloud of smoke accompanied its next attack.


As the Mandeha
slipped behind the building the heavy shell smashed the wall flat. A pile of
debris accumulated where the corner once was, but the Mandeha avoided any
harm.


"It's
going to be gunning for us now, we can't go back out in the open."
Isa said.


"But we
have to stop it, we can't let it turn tail and run for the train." Karima
replied.


Lila stepped
toward the right-hand side of the turret. There was a small viewing slit
with thick, yellowed glass there that was obstructed by the wall at their side,
so she couldn't actually see anything through it. Still she
gazed ponderously through the glass, rubbing her chin and bouncing up and
down from one foot to the other. She crossed her arms.


She turned her
head over her shoulder toward Karima, beaming brightly to herself.


"I only
got a little glimpse of it, but the gun doesn't look like it can turn,
right?" Lila said.


"It
doesn't have a turret, I don't think. The gun just looks stuck there."
Karima replied.


Lila grinned.
"So if we come at it from the side, it won't be able to target us
quickly."


It dawned upon
Karima just what Lila's plan was, and she was immediately satisfied.


"Isa,
back us out, we're gonna punch a hole in the wall for you." Karima said.


"Use the
weaker heads for that, otherwise the whole building will come down."
Isa said.


Retreating
along the side of the building, the Mandeha cleared the back wall, turned
sideways enough to give its gun some clearance. Inside the turret, Karima
rooted around the charges, found a Tier 4, and made to pick it up. Lila's hand
then laid on it.


Karima looked
up. "What is it?"


Looking
pensive, Lila stood just beside the charge, rubbing her hands atop the thing.


"I want
to help you with it." Lila said.


"No! It's
not necessary!" Karima said. "I'll do it. Don't sully your
hands."


Lila smiled.
She raised her hands as though to say, 'they're not on it now.'


Karima smiled
back.


She loaded the
Tier 4 warhead into the breech after pulling out the old brass. She screwed in
the low-velocity propellant, sealed the breech, and pulled the chain.


"Firing--"


Though the
charge was weaker, the gun's deafening roar and intimidating recoil were largely
unchanged. Karima reflexively moved back a step, as if she feared the howitzer
would launch back into her. The 152mm barrel and breech pushed back over
the slide and easily buffered back into position. Karima looked through the
gunnery sight and found a nice hole in the wall. The Mandeha started moving.
Isa took them inside the building.


In the
warehouse building, the Mandeha started to turn again, this time toward the
side.


Karima loaded
another Tier 4 head and a Tier 3 propellant.


She pulled the
chain; the Mandeha's gun smashed through the side wall and revealed the
the broad side of the enemy assault gun, standing on a pile of rubble, half
inside the building's shadow, and laboring to turn its massive gun around to
face them.


That flank
armor was not vulnerable for long, however.


In
seconds the gun mantlet was coming into view.


Karima grit
her teeth and quickly assembled a new shell.


"I don't
know how much even the Tier 3 will do, it's not an armor-piercing shell."


"We'll
aim up!" Lila said. She took a wheel next to the gun and started to turn
it.


Clicking
noises issued as the gun barrel elevated.


Lila then
laid a hand on Karima's; their fingers locked over the trigger chain.


"Go!"
Lila shouted.


Karima nodded
and locked the breech.


They pulled the
chain together.


Before the
enemy could shoot, the Mandeha lobbed a shell over the enemy.


Smashing
through brick and wood it entered the building.


A
wild detonation vaporized the interior supports.


In an instant
it seemed an avalanche of bricks, wood and tin disgorged over the enemy,
falling right into the open canopy. Debris topped off the canopy
and spilled around the sides of the vehicle, burying it up to its tracks.
Collecting into a mound, more and more chunks of the building toppled over the
tank in progression, until it appeared as if half the structure had leaned
forward to vomit its contents into the assault gun's crew compartment. Pieces
of tin went flying, and one by one every standing surface toppled.


Smoke and dust
blew from the gun when the violence settled.


All that
remained unburied was one enormous muzzle brake.


It was pointed
straight into the Mandeha's armor on the lower turret front.


A stream of
dust blew from it.


Karima could
feel her own heart beating much too fast. She was short of breath.


"Did we
get it?" Isa asked over the intercomm.


"Kill
confirmed, I think." Lila said, wiping sweat and smoke dust from her face.


"I'll--
I'll call it in." Karima said. Her body shook with the residual thrill of
the fight.


She pulled
back the turret floor hatch, and crouched into the gloomy niche below. At her
back, Isa worked the two control sticks, turning the tank around again. On
the wall, she found the radio unit, an old model furnished for the prototype
tank so it would possess some perfunctory communications functions. She started
working the dials.


Nothing but
static on everything but the intercomm. Of course.















Dbagbo Dominance -- Benghu Rail Yard,
Upper Yard


Smoke billowed
from the train engine's chimney pipe as the civilians finished boarding.


Impatient
whistling sounded from the front and was heard across the cars.


Leander walked
back and forth along the side of the train with his BKV in hand. Beside him,
Sharna made a better show of it, waving at the passengers, panning her head
around as if she had a keen eye for trouble to employ. From the train windows
people looked at them, pointed their children toward them, waved. Some blew
kisses.


They were the
only two soldiers, it seemed, who had kept around a BKV; and the gun looked so
impressive that by dint of its size, it kept civilian morale from plummeting.


"Leander,
I think there's a cute girl goggling me." Sharna said, winking at nothing
Leander could see. He sighed, unable to muster the same enthusiasm for this
post.


"Sharna,
aren't you even a little anxious?" Leander said. He had to walk with his
BKV held well aloft. Sharna was tall enough that her stock didn't scrape the
floor as she went along, but Leander had no such luck. His arms started to feel
sore quite quickly.


"Of
course I am! But I have to put up a strong face for people without anti-tank
rifles! And you know, if that strong face attracts some comely comrades, well,
great!"


She flashed a
smile at the train cars again, her round face lighting up, her long black
ponytail bobbing up down against her back as she mugged as if for pictograph
boxes.


Leander tried to
join her, but his expression came up much weaker than hers.


He heard
shells periodically striking and exploding in the lower yard and it shook him.


On their
umpteenth patrol around the side of the engine, the conductor stepped off from
the locomotive and waved them over. At first Leander didn't even think it was
anything to do with him, but then he saw Sharna skip toward the man, moving so
lightly that he thought the BKV must have exerted no weight on her. Then he
himself approached after.


"Comrades,
everyone is getting restless. We must depart! Go talk to that
obstinate Chief Ravan at the back of the train and tell her to hurry
up!" pleaded the Conductor.


"Roger!"
Sharna said, saluting.


Leander
saluted just to mimic her, but he didn't have to. Conductors had no real rank.


Once more they
followed the length of the train down to the caboose, where loading was still
being conducted from atop the raised concrete platform. Through the open
doors of several cars they peered and found them half full of mechanical
contraptions, track links, whole engines, crates full
of parts. Several engineering cars, long and sturdy enough to contain
whole vehicles on their flatbeds, and with wide fenced sides to allow people
aboard, were being prepared. One flatbed was being loaded with a half-track
car. At the very rear of the train the flatbeds were followed by two thick,
black armored cars.


"Be
gentle with that!" Shouted a woman engineer, standing atop a
ramp extending from the door to one of these cars. Several dozen meters away
a pair of soldiers with a portable gantry crane hooked up what looked like
a naked tank cannon, trying to unload it from the back of a large
tractor so they could haul it around the yard while she shouted at them.


Leander
figured this was the "Chief Ravan" the train crew was so angry about.
He and Sharna approached from the side, panning their heads around whenever
they heard an explosion in the distance. They were becoming less frequent, but
that could have just as easily been a sign of an enemy victory as an enemy
defeat. He was on his guard.


"Excuse
me ma'am!" He called out, approaching the ramp from the side.


She turned her
head to face him, and arranged her wavy blond hair behind her ear.


"Hmm?
What is it? I'm a little busy right now." She snapped at him.


Leander felt a
touch intimidated. She gave off a rather unapproachable aura.


"Ma'am,
the conductor wants to know how much longer it will take before we're ready.
Everyone's anxious to go, and all of the civilians are loaded up now."
Sharna said.


Chief Ravan
looked almost offended to be asked that question. She crossed her arms, took a
deep drag of her cigarette, and spread her lips, allowing the smoke to escape.


When she
finally spoke it was with a voice of open contempt.


"We're
almost done! Besides, my units
are out there fighting to buy us time, so--"


Before Chief
Ravan could protest any further, another woman came running in from the side of
the train, making gestures with her hands. Her neck-length hair whipped around
as she rushed to their side. Judging by her pins and uniform she was a Captain,
and probably a politruk. She had one hand over the other, sliding them across
in an odd gesture.


"Oh,
Dhorsha, you're--" Chief Ravan paused to stare at the gesturing.


Leander could
not tell what the Captain was saying. She made no sounds.


Chief Ravan's
jaw dropped as she read the Captain's signs.


"TANK?
Where?" She shouted suddenly.


A blast
sounded behind them, much closer than any before.


Between the
cars Leander saw portions of brick wall dividing the factories from the
rail yard and its platforms topple over, and a familiar curved, narrow bodied
M4 tank trundle through the debris. Its 50mm cannon turned from the back of the
train to the open platform. It was such a ridiculous sight that Leander could
scarcely believe it was happening in reality.


An enemy tank,
materializing behind them this easily. The enemy that he had ambushed in
Knyskna had now wound its way behind his back to plunge its own dagger.


Over the
distant sounds of the shells, their engines and tracks grew louder.


Close behind
it, a second tank emerged and moved to threaten the yard as well.


Both cannons
turned to the nearest visible Ayvartan soldiers.


Exposed, the
soldiers working on the portable gantry raised their hands.


They backed
away from the gun they had been hauling.


Leander
winced, thinking of what would follow.


Then
a loud noise issued from the tanks, like a brass instrument.


Hatches went
up, and tank commanders with bullhorns started talking.


In
drawled Ayvartan, they shouted: "Communist soldiers, surrender
immediately! You will not be harmed! Stop fighting and separate from the
civilians! You have five minutes!"


Both M4
turrets scanned around the rail yard, looking for contacts.


But the
armored cars at the back of the train blocked their view.


Chief Ravan,
Leander and Sharna took cover with the cars between them and the tanks.


"Now
would be a great time for Naya to reappear." Chief Ravan whispered.


She took a
drag of her cigarette and tapped her feet. Nothing happened.


Blowing out
the smoke, she cursed under her breath.


Captain
Rajagopal unceremoniously climbed into the car and rooted around the boxes.


Again the
enemy tankers sounded a warning, this time counting down four minutes.


"Civilians
and soldiers, leave the train and line up, right now!"


One of the
tanks started moving closer, turning in toward them, down the train.


Bearing its
right-hand side armor to them.


Leander
started to nurse a reckless idea in his head.


It was a
familiar feeling, an emptiness and clarity that drowned out the sense of his
own blood rushing, his own lungs struggling. There was only one image in his
mind.


He recalled
the man that had died in their hands at the hospital.


M4 Sentinels
had a major weakness on their flanks: they stored ammunition there.


All he needed
was an opportunity. With those tank guns pointed away from them, he and Sharna
could take out the closest tank and maybe rush the other one with grenades
using the exploded husk as partial cover. He rolled around the plan in his mind
while he stood, stock still, in cold, silent shock over the situation. But he
couldn't--


Captain
Rajagopal jumped out of the car with several grenades in hand.


One by one she
tossed them out over the top of the car.


Then from the floor
of the car she seized what seemed like a tank round.


Soon a thick
smoke screen built from the back of the train to the men at the gantry.


It blocked the
tanks' view of the remainder of the platform.


Pulling Chief
Ravan by the hand, Captain Rajagopal rushed out into the smoke.


"Hey!
What was that! Desist immediately or we will shoot!"


Into the smoke
the officers disappeared.


Around the
side of the car Leander watched the tank turrets turn in consternation.


Machine guns
sounded, firing into the air in warning bursts.


"Sharna,
we need to move!" Leander shouted.


He didn't have
to explain, it seemed.


With a grin on
her face, Sharna pulled up her BKV and nodded her head.


Jumping in
between the couplings, they snuck toward the closest tank. It had its
turret turned all the way around and the commander was back
inside. Peering around the train, Leander took a deep breath, held his gun
out. Sharna patted him on the shoulder.


Together they
leaped out from the couplings and landed on the hard dusty floor.


Belly-down,
they held up their guns to fire stably.


Less than a
hundred meters -- far inside the BKV's effective range.


He heard the
last words of the dying man in his mind. Right-hand side.


Aligning their
sights, the snipers held their breath and rapped their triggers.


From the
anti-rifles came an initial volley.


Leander saw
chips and sparks on the metal of the tank as their shots impacted.


Alerted, the
enemy turreted started to turn from the smokescreen toward them.


Sharna's gun
clicked.


Leander tapped
on the trigger; he felt a push and then an empty click.


One last round
cut through the air.


An impact on
the middle of the right-hand side armor from Leander's perspective.


There was no
spark; a hole, and a tiny flash as the incendiary effect went off.


Suddenly that
hole expanded as the ammunition detonated.


Sharp, rapid
bursts sounded from inside the machine as its racks were consumed.


Sharna pushed
down his head and ducked her own.


A column of
fire, smoke and metal fragments burst out of the open hatch. Smoke and fire
outgassed from the gun. There was a wave of heat that Leander could feel
washing over him. Metal fell around them. Atop the tank the commander screamed
and fell down the hatch, back into the inferno as he was filleted by the
fragmentation and burned alive. Leander's tiny pinprick of a penetration hole
grew to the size of a tank hatch. Blooming outward like a metal
flower, the bullet hole coughed black smoke from the interior.


Leander raised
his head. Over the skeletal remains on the tank the inferno settled into a calm
burn. A cannon pointed toward them, the hull blocking the path parallel to the
track.


"We got
it!" Sharna celebrated.


"Watch
out!" Leander shouted back.


A mournful
whine issued from a second set of tracks.


From
around the burning wreck the remaining tank pointed its gun
on them.


Helpless on
the ground, they couldn't even duck. They stared, shocked dumb.










Rajagopal
could have spoken through the radio, but she did not. To her the radio was a
relatively new development in her life. When she was frightened, and thinking
quickly, she thought, and she talked, with her hands. This was the
character of her instincts.


In the face of
danger, she thought too quickly for her voice, but never for her hands.


It helped that
the world around her was eerily peaceful owing to the absence of sound; and
that half of the world she could see was a blur of colors. Her unique
configuration of senses kept her a little focused on her task; and on her
hands and other's lips.


Everything was
a gargantuan effort, but she was so used to hardship already.


She barely
signed it, and perhaps Vimala had seen, but the instant she threw the grenades
she was already rushing past communication. It all leaned on trust,
on skill, on instinct, on the practice she had put in all of her life in order
to exceed expectations.


Most of her
was moving too fast to dwell, but she felt a touch of anger with herself that
she had to put Vimala in danger like this. She had taken her hand, and whenever
their hands touched she knew Vimala would follow. But they had no choice; and
she would have done nothing had she not managed to come up with a workable plan
anyway.


It all hinged
on the fact that the Chief had hoarded so much of camp Vijaya during the
evacuation, down to the tiniest things from the workshop -- such as leftover
training ammo. Leftover guns. They were surrounded with weapons. Should they
survive for a fraction of a second in the face of the enemy's weapons they
could make them pay.


Pulling
Vimala by the hand, and holding on to a 85mm
shell under her other arm, Dhorsha Rajagopal charged into the smokescreen,
ducking her head and running as fast the situation allowed. As she expected she
felt no tug from the woman at her back.


She looked
over her shoulder exactly once, enough to see a word from Vimala's lips.


"Dhorsha!"
She angrily called out. She ran nonetheless; there was no real pulling.


Outside the
smokescreen the silhouettes of the tanks shifted in response to
the expanding smoke, turning their coaxial machine guns to face the
expected approach.


A warning
burst of gunfire flew overhead, but the women did not stop.


Not until they
reached the mobile gantry crane with the AAW gun.


Pushing aside
the frightened soldiers standing around the weapon, Rajagopal and Vimala
grabbed hold of the mobile gantry crane and swung around the gun to face the
tanks. Rajagopal loaded the training shell into the breech, and Vimala,
immediately understanding the plan, stuck her wrench onto the manual trigger
bolt. They braced the gantry against the side of the Tokolosh to prevent it
from flying too wildly, and struggled to turn the swinging, chained-up
cannon to face where the enemy tanks should have been.


Outside the
smokescreen there was a bright flash and a rumbling through the floor.


Vimala and
Rajagopal ducked reflexively.


They turned to
each other, blinked, and hastily turned back to the gun.


Whatever that
had been, there was still a tank out there.


"No
matter how we do this, the AAW's going to fly back in pieces!" Vimala
signed.


Rajagopal
moved her hands swiftly. To her, there was no disconnection between the words
in her brain and the movements of her hands. Her limbs had become her voice so
thoroughly that her mind and hands worked fully in tandem whenever she signed.


"Better
that than potentially losing everyone." Rajagopal signed back.


Vimala looked
around for her cigarette, but she had long since dropped it.


"Oh,
you're causing me so much stress. Fine. Fine!" She said, shrugging.


Rajagopal smiled
at her, blew a little kiss at her, and ducked away.


Scratching her
hair and with a petulant look on her face, Vimala casually slapped the
wrench and threw herself on the ground as far as she could get from the gun in
one jump.


Without a
slide to fall back over and nothing heavy to ground it, the recoil force of the
85mm AAW snapped the gantry chains, and punched the entire contraption back
into the tokolosh, smashing off one of the drive wheels in the process. Metal
pieces flew everywhere as the breech practically disassembled itself in
mid-air after its backward thrust.


Despite this
the desired effect was achieved. From cannon launched a trail of smoke and
a red tracer that sailed in a perfect trajectory toward the enemy's remaining
tank.


Outside the
smokescreen there was a second bright, destructive flash.










In one instant
the tank was dead set on them; the next, it was merely dead.


From inside
the smokescreen a muzzle lit up, and a projectile thrust through one end of the
tank and out the other end. Leander watched the shell overpenetrating, flying
out of the tank's side, igniting its ammunition, and crashing into the ground
near the separation fence. Any slower and the tank would have minced them --
they were finally safe now.


Leander nearly
dropped his gun as the moment's adrenaline wasted away.


He felt
everything coming down on him like heavy hail stones smashing his back.


Had the merest
little thing gone wrong they could have all been dead.


What's more
they might have coaxed the tanks into firing near the train.


A train loaded
with flammables and full of civilians. Leander felt nauseous.


"Good
job!" Sharna amicably shouted, patting him on the back. She was oblivious.


"I need
to stop coming up with plans." He moaned. He remembered the forest again.


They doubled
back around the side of the train, and found figures emerging from the slowly
dissipating smokescreen, unharmed. Chief Ravan stomped her way back to the
train.


"Ugh! I
blame A.A.W for this! For all of this!" She shouted.


Behind her,
the Captain smiled and patted her back and comforted her.


They walked
past Sharna and Leander, waved them over to the flatbed cars, and sat around on
a train ramp. Expectant stares clued in the soldiers hiding around the
train that there was still unloading to be done. Sharna and Leander
watched as they scrambled to complete it, while the two officers watched, and
the wrecked tanks burned behind them.


Leander felt
such an eerie mix of triumph and exhaustion, he nearly collapsed.















Dbagbo Dominance -- Benghu Rail
Yard, Center Yard


Charging past
each other, the Raktapata and Konigin whipped around their guns to target
each other's vulnerable rear sections, where the armor would be thinnest.
Aiming cannons over their own engine blocks, they each hoped to end the battle
in one strike. At such close ranges and against the least amount of armor on
the tank, these shots had deadly force.


Naya stuck to
her sight. She had a big target and close. The Konigin's blocky ear
hull was covered in a thin sheet of metal armor that sloped around
the back in the shape of an upside down 'u'. Her gun sight shook violently
as the tanks charged past, and even more as she tightened her grip on the
shooting lever, but the rear hull occupied most of the reticle.


"Engine temperature
is rising sharply!" Farwah warned.


His plight was
only barely heard.


In the next
instant, Naya slammed down the firing lever and unleashed her shot.


"Firing
AP-HE!"


The Konnigin
fired its own shoot almost concurrently.


Everything
happened too quickly for Naya to grasp at first.


Chief Ravan
had done a sloppy job on the engine. Shooting directly over the
engine block shook the poorly attached engine cover loose. Half-turned screws
flew right off.


As red tracer
crossed green tracer, cutting the distance between the tanks in a fraction
of a second, the Raktapata's engine cover burst open, issuing a thick cloud of
steam.


The enemy's
APCB shell sliced through the metal armor cover as it rose.


Angling poorly
off this premature penetration it became embedded in the upper hull.


Naya felt a
thump, and she panicked at the sight of the steam.


Behind her
the engine spat and sizzled, much too hot for regular operation.


But nothing
exploded; no fragments became embedded in her. There was no effect.


Meanwhile her
own shell fell too low and bit into the track guard.


Despite this
the effect was much more dramatic.


The AP-HE
detonation split the Konnigin's track, and dislodged several of the left-side
bogeys and wheels. Spinning right off the drive wheels the track peeled off in
several pieces, littering the ground as the hull slid out of control,
unable to stop. Pieces of the suspension spilled from the vehicle, and sparks
flew as the raw metal of the track parts slashed through concrete propelled by
the vehicle's unreal burst of speed. At last the machine crashed into a brick
column between two shutter doors on a nearby warehouse.


A grinding
noise issued from the Konnigin's suddenly jammed turret ring.


A few
dozen meters away the Raktapata screeched to a halt as its engine shut
off.


Hot
steam got into the fighting compartment, and Naya and Farwah coughed
violently.


Hatches went
up; Naya climbed partially out of the tank, pistol in hand.


The Konigin
stirred. Its own top hatch rose.


Someone
climbed out, too uncanny to be real; the first Nochtish soldier she had
really laid close eyes on. Did they all look like this? This person had a
certain charm to their face, smiling, a wicked little grin playing about their
face. She pointed her pistol at them; they raised their hands. That
elegant delicacy of their features, their pretty hair, their little grin,
laughing: it struck her. Like finding a fairy amid battlefield charnel.


Naya knew that
this was the tanker who had caused all this trouble.


By all rights,
they deserved to die here for this mess.


Her fingers hesitated
on the trigger.


She thought
about demanding a surrender instead.


Across from
her the fairy's bright eyes drew suddenly wide.


"Aldricht! Nein! Lassen!" They shouted,
waving their arms.


Someone had
arrived.


Hearing the
tracks crunching behind her, Naya dropped back into the turret.


Everything
rattled as a shell struck and deflected off the front of the Raktapata.


She searched
through the steam for a shell, loaded it, and found through her gun sight another
M4 tank, having come out of the alley perhaps hoping to rescue its ally. Owing
to their game of chicken, however, Naya's strongest armor faced the
lower yard alleys. In any other situation the tank could have ambushed her
rear, but they were face to face.


Reaching for
the traverse gear, she swung the turret sharply back around to the front.


Another shot
from the M4 deflected off the slope of the turret armor.


No effect; the
76mm KnK-3 was brought to bear on the new enemy.


Naya hit the
shooting lever.


This M4 was
not like the Konigin; one shot through the glacis plate dismantled it. A hole the size of a human head smoked black as fire and smoke
rose from the hatches of the tank. There were audible bursts as the ammunition
cooked off. That was all she needed to hear.


She did not
stay to celebrate the kill. Immediately she reached for the handholds.


Hurrying back
out of the tank, she found the Konigin empty, hatches up, abandoned.


She glanced
around, pistol out, but found no trace of them anywhere.


"Farwah,
turn us around! They've escaped!" Naya cried out.


She looked
over the front of the turret and found Farwah seated on the hull.


He shrugged.
"Our engine's cooked. Let's agree to be happy
we're still alive."


Naya slapped
her own hands against her face.


She wondered
if she would come to regret not shooting when she could.


It was a train
of thought she dropped quickly.


Instead she
pulled herself out of the turret, sat on the edge, and patted Farwah on the
head in a friendly fashion. "Try calling the rail yard for a tractor
tow."


"Okay."
Farwah said.


He paused for
a moment, looking at her over his shoulder.


"What is
it?" She asked.


He pulled open
the driver's hatch, letting out the collected steam.


"I am
thankful to have had you on the turret." He said in a shy little voice.


Naya grinned
and patted him on the head again.


"I'm glad
you were on the sticks, buddy." She replied.


Nodding,
Farwah descended into the tank once more.










Over the
Benghu Rail Yard the sun was well into setting.


Once
grey skies took a reddish tinge as the sun descended.


Owing to the
magic of radio it didn't take long for the various units clustered at the
rail station to discover that they had somehow resisted the enemy's attack.
Though the shells had only constituted intermittent background natter for most
of the battle, their absence created an atmosphere of great relief in the train
yard. Soon the Mandeha and Raktapata were gathered again at the lower yard, and
ready to be loaded into the train.


Naya leaped
out of the turret once the tractor dropped them off, and waved her hands.


All around her,
various engineers and soldiers clapped and cheered for her.


There was a
little crowd gathered to celebrate her heroics.


Chief Ravan
and Captain Rajagopal headed the little greeting party, clapping too.


Naya turned to
them, excited for praise.


Rajagopal made
a cheerful-looking hand gesture Naya could not read.


"Next
time, could you not destroy my tank?" Chief Ravan cheerfully said.


Not what she
had been expecting.


"Wow, I
can't catch a break." Naya replied, grinning.


On the
platform, cranes struggled to load the Mandeha's enormous turret into one of
the cars. Its hull would have to go in separately. Isa, Karima and Lila
approached from the flatbed tank cars, clapping their own hands for the new
arrivals. Naya in turn clapped her own hands for them. After all they had
fought too, and even saved her life. She had noticed that shot fired behind her
as she fled from the machining yard duel with the Konigin.


"Thanks
for having my back there." She said.


"You're
welcome." Karima replied in a surly, self-satisfied voice.


Lila elbowed
her gently, giggling.


Meawhile
Farwah nonchalantly extricated himself from the driver's compartment, ambled
toward the crowd, and slowly wound his arms around Isa, resting his head on his
fellow driver's chest. Not once did his expression alter -- as he rubbed his
head on Isa's chest he had a completely neutral face. Isa laughed, and cuddled
up to him a little himself.


Soon all of
the attention seemed to turn to them. It was a cute scene.


Naya sighed
fondly. She really couldn't catch a break.


But it was
fine, because she knew how all of them really felt now.


Everything
that happened had proved to her that the Vijaya folk were her folk.


She
turned around, looking for Aarya, but not expecting to find her.


That was fine
too. They had time and space now to mend things.


Somehow,
despite everything arrayed against them, they had survived.


They had come
together, trusted each other and beaten the odds.


 


54th of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E, Midnight


Dbagbo Dominance -- Benghu Rail Yard,
Lower Yard


The 8th
Panzer Division presided over the quietest night the town of Benghu had ever
seen. Once the tanks shut off or became distant, all one could hear was
the tinnitus of one's own stressed ears, or the total silence of the ghost town
and its ghost train station.


Few people
remained in the villages, too stubborn or too unprepared to leave behind
everything they had ever known. When Nocht arrived in limited numbers at their
doors, they were as unfriendly as they could be short of shooting the scouts on
the welcome mats.


Of greatest
concern was the rail yard; the Siren had not heard from its contingent since
the attack began. Lt. Reiniger was known for his poor communication, but
this was too much.


Search-light
equipped Squire half-tracks arrived shortly after the sun had set and far
too late to catch the train. They canvassed the warehouses and the factory,
soon accompanied by the Panzer Division's remaining M4 tanks. Shining powerful
carbon arc lights, they spotted the scars of battle across the walls and the
concrete of the Lower Yard, and found the husks of their compatriots'
vehicles, the fires playing over their hulls having long since
gone out.


They
identified three destroyed M4s, two M3s out in the meadow, and hit a truly low
point in the night upon discovering the M4A2 broken down as well. No sign of
the Dicker Max, no sign of survivors. Despondently the search parties
continued, now organizing a foot search. Panzergrenadiers, medics with crisis
and rescue training, and lightly armed security personnel with hand torches,
combed the entire area again for signs of life.


It was this
foot search that finally bore fruit.


Within a
collapsed warehouse in the upper yard they found the buried Dicker Max.


And sitting
on it were Noel Skonieczny and Ivan Tyzska, snacking on black bread.


"I was
startin' to think we would have to live out of this warehouse." Noel said.


After his
confrontation with the Ayvartan tank, Noel had snuck through the warehouses,
hoping to duck any Ayvartan patrols and make his way to the grass. Emboldened
by the total absence of his enemy, however, he revised his plans. Instead he
headed for the lower yard, with Ivan in hand, hoping to uncover the fate
of Lieutenant Reiniger. At last they come upon this collapsed warehouse, and
the distinctive muzzle brake sticking just out of a mound of rubble. Pleased
with this outcome, Noel sat atop the mound and waited.


He thought
he heard a noise from the rubble, but it proved to be just his imagination.


They
waited, until the sun went down, and the evening breeze whistled through the
broken walls and shattered roofs. Finally they were found. Noel waved his arm
in the air, smiling ecstatically. It was good to see an intact motor vehicle
after all this carnage.


Within
minutes, the Sd.Kfz. B's had to make way for the arriving Befehlspanzer.


Dreschner's
transport cut engines at the edge of the track. Schicksal and the General
climbed atop the turret and dropped down. Shadows played about their faces,
stirring from the light of handheld lamps as they approached. This mix of
light and gloom made their expressions graver, ghostly, accentuating their
eyesockets and mouths.


"Everything
in its place, Captain Skoniec?" Dreschner asked.


Noel
stretched out his arms. He then embraced himself, and finished by spinning a
little loop of his hair around his index finger and cracking a little smile.
"Looks like it!"


"You
were incommunicado for hours. We thought you were dead." Schicksal said.


"Our radio
was in pieces, I'm afraid." Noel said.


"Why
weren't you keeping consistent communication before that?"


"Jorg
Reiniger." Noel explained.


Schicksal
paused, and averted her eyes.


"How
about you, Sergeant? Sustain any wounds?" Dreschner added.


Ivan
breathed out and held his drooping head by his fists.


"We've
suffered a severe case of wounded egos." Noel said in his place.


He patted
his lover in the back, trying to comfort him.


"I
take it then that your duel with the Ayvartan tank went poorly." Schicksal
said.


Noel
grinned at her. "I'm calling it a draw. I'll get even with her
later."


Schicksal
and Dreschner exchanged looks.


General
Dreschner then spoke up, climbing a few steps onto the mound.


He laid
hands on the one piece of visible metal jutting out of the garbage.


"Judging
by the muzzle brake, then, this is--"


"Yes,
this is the Dicker Max. Or what's left." Noel said. "From the
looks of it, and I don't mean to gloat, but. I warned you guys; I warned you
about the open top. I told you."


"I
don't suppose you tried to check for anyone alive under that rubble."


Noel leaned
forward and played at pushing on the mound of bricks, concrete, wood, metal
struts and tin sheeting that had come to cover the Dicker Max so thoroughly. He
made strained faces, and engaged in a gargantuan mock struggle, but budged none
of the weight off the buried tank. Abruptly, he stopped, shrugged his shoulder
and sat again.


Dreschner
ran a hand over his face in consternation; Schicksal sighed audibly.


"Point
taken." Dreschner said. Rubbing his chin, he retreated from the mound.


Schicksal
tottered after, giving one last anxious look at the mess.


"Anyone
got something to drink?" Noel called out. "Ration bread is too
dry!"


An hour
later the Sd.Kfz. B and the Befehlspanzer all had to find new places to park
along the track to make way for tractor towing a tracked excavator. Using
its motor-powered digging arm, the excavator scooped up the debris from atop
the Dicker Max, slowly unearthing the tank. Working on the superstructure
first, the diggers made their way into the crew compartment. Medics bagged
the human remains; engineers checked the tank's mangled instruments and
concluded that the hull could be reused.


However,
Lieutenant Jorg Reiniger could not be.


It didn't
matter.


Shebelle
was set to collapse. For a certain definition of winning, they had won.


Noel gave
his respects, however. He observed the two minute moment of silence, and
he held his salute while the medics stowed the body bags on the tractor and
drove away.


More for
the poor men led to their deaths than for Reiniger himself, however.


Noel had
survived the day, somehow. But then again, so had that girl.


His pride
was a little wounded, but his body was not. There would be other chances.


He had a
perfect example in front of him of why egos needed tempering.















Dbagbo Dominance -- Train #9, En Route To South Solstice


Beyond the
train cars the landscape was blurred and forbidding, too dark and scrolling too
fast to be anything but an abstraction to the passengers. They looked out their
windows and over the sides of the open cars, and were unable to bid a proper
farewell to the home that they were running from. Train #9 was shooting across
the countryside at almost 100 kilometers per hour, leaving the Nochtish
armored advance well behind then.


Most of the
soldiers, who had fought all day, and the civilians, who had fled and stressed
and endured the turmoil of vacating their homes and lives, took the time to
sleep and recover.


Camp
Vijaya, now "Battalion Vijaya," continued to work, as they were wont
to do.


Directly
under the pitch black skies, illuminated by lamps that swung when hung up and shook
incessantly when set down, Chief Ravan and Farwah assessed the damage to the
Raktapata. Tied down on one of the open bed cars near the back of the train,
the machine's front armor was pitted by dozens of impacts and its rear hull was
slashed open.


Climbing
around the front armor with a torch, Farwah shone his light down into the
driver's compartment, and Naya, taking the driver's seat, counted the cracks
and near-penetrations and traced over them with bright, phosphorescent
paints. Chief Ravan wanted to undertake a thorough examination of the damage in
order to both fix and strengthen the Raktapata's front armor. Photographs of
the damage would be taken in the morning.


"How
many so far?" Farwah asked.


"Twelve."
Naya said. "Most of them pretty thin, but there was a nasty bulge about
right where your head would normally be. So, we're not as invincible as we
thought."


"I
never thought we were." Farwah replied.


Naya
crossed her arms and grunted. She supposed only she nursed those fantasies.


They had
personally destroyed 15 tanks, after all. That had to be a record.


Chief Ravan
ordered everyone out and off the tank once the cracks were marked.


"I'll
tidy up here. You two go get something to eat, and rest." She said.


Farwah and Naya
nodded. From the back of the car they jumped over the short gap over the
coupling and walked into the adjacent armored train car, where Vijaya's
supplies had been stacked up, including food. Crew, too; Karima laid her
sleeping bag in a corner next to a case of grenades. Captain Rajagopal lay atop
a plank balanced on the 100mm gun. Lila and Isa sat next to a box of ration
cases rifling through them for choice picks.


"Can I
have a paneer masala?" Naya asked.


Isa picked
out a box and chucked it over his shoulder.


Naya caught
it in mid-air.


"All
of you better eat those room temperature." Karima warned.


"Oh,
right." Naya said, startled. She thought Karima would be asleep.


There were
many things in the car that could react terribly to the chemical burners.


Sitting
down beside the plastic-bundled remains of the 85mm A.A.W. gun, Naya ripped
open the packaging on her ration, pulled out the plastic spoon, stirred in the
spice packs, and dug into her cold, gloppy spiced sauce and cubes of paneer
cheese.


"What
are you all looking for?" Naya asked.


"Chickpeas.
Those are good cold or hot, no matter what the situation. I couldn't eat a
sauce ration cold like you are. You're far braver than I am, Naya." Lila
said.


Karima
grunted from across the car.


"Paneer's
my favorite food." Naya said, her mouth full of it.


"I'm
trying to find something with meat, like the pork curry." Isa said.


Hearing
this wish, Farwah started searching in the boxes himself.


Naya
whistled. "Good luck with that. You don't see a lot of meat around here."


"What
do you like, Farwah?" Isa asked.


"My
favorite ration is the mashed plantains." Farwah said.


"I've
honestly never even seen that one as a ration. What's it like?"


"It is
good." Farwah said simply, staring on with his blank eyes.


Isa
laughed.


"Should've
expected that response." Naya said, shaking her head.


"I
have dietary restrictions, so I only eat the vegetarian rations." Lila
said.


"That's
most of the rations, anyway." Isa said.


"They
should make some kosher ones." Lila said dejectedly.


"They
should! Lodge a complaint." Karima added.


Lila picked
up a few more rations to add to the pile forming near her. She found a box at
the bottom of the ration crate with the red stripe, meat labeling. She handed
it to Isa.


"Chicken
tikka! Victory!" Isa said, examining the package.


Farwah
clapped gently for him.


"You're
seriously going to eat cold chicken?" Karima shot from across the car.


"It's
been processed. It's fine." Isa said.


Farwah
nodded in support of him.


"Suit
yourself."


Karima turned
over in her sleep bag. She was already facing away from them, but this time she
was facing away from them in a different and more belligerent direction.


"So
what's our next stop now?" Naya asked.


"Solstice."
Farwah said.


Everyone
alive in Ayvartan had heard of Solstice. It was impossible not to, even if you
would never see it in your life. Ayvarta's heart, in the middle of the red
desert, protected by fifty meter high walls and three enormous cannons, as well
as the Revolutionary Guards. All of the Unions in Ayvarta, all of the farms,
all of the regional governments, had their true headquarters in Solstice, where
they would negotiate, develop plans, form contracts, and direct resources
wherever they were most needed, under Council guidance.


To the
Ayvartan form of government, losing Solstice practically meant a total
collapse.


She
supposed as a soldier she was fated to see it someday.


But she and
the Raktapata had the heavy responsibility to defend
it now.


Her
performance against the Konigin and its crew emboldened her, however.


Instead of
intimidated, she almost wanted to see it happen -- to have that duel again.


One crazy
thought traded for another. She spooned more paneer into her mouth.


"Specifically,
southern Solstice, on the edge of the desert." Lila said.


"Spirits
defend I hate the desert." Isa said. He spooned some chicken into his
mouth and talked through it. "I'll take a year's worth of storms over a
month in the desert."


Behind him
Farwah patted him on the back for comfort.


Naya stared
at them in sharp consternation.


"How
come I don't get someone doting on me?" Naya said, chewing on paneer.


"I'll
dote on you." Lila said mischievously.


"What?"
Karima shouted in sudden outrage.


"I'll
pass." Naya said.


Lila
giggled again. Naya sighed. She wanted someone
else to dote on her.


"You
think I can make it all the way to the civilian cars?" She said, on a
lark.


"No!"
Karima shouted. "You'll stay here and get doted on, and see if I
care!"


She turned
again in her sleeping bag, now facing her original direction.


Covering up
her giggling mouth, Lila stood and tip-toed over to the sleeping bag.


"Maybe
I'll dote up Karima then, huh?"


She knelt
beside Karima and started to run her hands over her.


Karima
growled like an angry cat but allowed the massaging to go on.


Her
reticence drew some laughter from Naya.


So this was
Camp Vijaya; where she now belonged.


 


55th of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


Dbagbo Dominance -- Benghu-Gollaproulu
North Junction


Thirty
kilometers from the town of Benghu, General Dreschner stood on a grassy mound
of earth at the edge of a vast stretch of flat country. Every which way he
looked there was beautiful, green open terrain. Far in the distance he could
see a curling railroad track that briefly reminded him of a worse time, but
everything else was perfect.


This was
tank land all the way from here to the desert. No more rivers. No more
forests. No more slopes. No more mud. 200 beautiful kilometers of country
before the sand.


He stood on
this slope and shook hands with the square-headed General Strich of the 10th
Panzer Division atop this mound, signaling the closure of the Shebelle Pocket,
in which elements of six Ayvartan Divisions were now trapped. Though both the
10th, 15th and 8th Panzer Divisions had taken a costly beating to secure this encirclement,
it did not matter now. Around Dbagbo the weather was bettering. It was airplane
weather all over tank country, and the Ayvartans would not be able to
endure these dual terrors.


"How
fare your men, Strich?" Dreschner asked.


"Boisterous
as always." Strich said. "I can hardly keep up."


Strich was
at least fifteen years older than Dreschner. He rarely went anywhere without
his kubelwagen to ferry him, the vehicle now parked at the bottom of the little
hill.


"How
fare your tanks?" Strich said.


Dreschner
felt a touch of frustration with this interaction already, but restrained
himself. He had committed to changing his old ways. Strich was owed respected
as a peer, not derision. As respectfully as he could muster, he replied.
"Enough are active to hold."


"My
10th division is the same. But, are enough active for my comfort? Certainly
not!"


"One
can never have enough active firepower." Dreschner said, chuckling.


Strich took
his leave, and started ambling downhill toward his car.


Another car
had stealthily parked beside it.


As Strich
vacated the area he walked past Colonel-General Ferdinand, who climbed the hill
with enthusiasm, and met Dreschner at the top. He stretched out his own hand,
and gave Dreschner a vigorous shake. He was beaming through his old style
mustache.


"General
Dreschner, or should I say, Major-General Dreschner, congratulations."


Dreschner's
hand shook, and not from Ferdinand's grip.


Grinning,
the old man continued. "Owing to another brilliant encirclement, I have
fast-forwarded the paperwork, this very morning. Field Marshal Haus agrees
completely. You will lead the 10th, 15th and 8th Panzer Divisions as part of
the 2nd Vorkampfer."


"Thank
you, sir." Dreschner said simply. His mind was drawing a blank.


"I
will make sure you can personally direct every single tank in those divisions
to suit your purposes Dreschner. I've already got a green light from the Field
Marshal; he will personally entreat the Congress for more funding for the
WP6. You have succeeded beyond my wildest expectations, Dreschner. You and
Noel; you have done excellently. Excellently!"


Difficult
as it was to believe, this was happening. Dreschner's lower back still ached so
this was not a dream. This was perhaps a different world; a world where Noel
had not been defeated on two successive occasions by an Ayvartan tank they had
not one photo of, where Reiniger had not died in that hideous WP6 rust bucket,
where they had not lost almost 80 tanks in a single day to various problems
around Shebelle and Benghu.


"Our
next stop, is Solstice. Then this bloody business is concluded. Soon the world
will be our oyster Dreschner! I for one can't wait; this taste of success is
too intoxicating!"


Major-General
Dreschner of the 2nd Vorkampfer Panzer Corps felt quite ill at ease.


His sense of
triumph was marred by a great trepidation and the weight of unreality.


"Excuse
me, Colonel-General. I should go pick my new staff." Dreschner said.


Colonel-General
Ferdinand smiled at him from his eerie, rose-colored world.


Dbagbo was
all but over. Now the real war was beginning. Unternehmen Solstice. The plan to
advance 600 kilometers from the edges of the middle Dominances, through
desert and rocky wasteland, in order to finally reach and encircle a thousand
square kilometers of city fully enclosed behind fifty meters of wall in the
middle of the red desert.


All of this
had to be done before the summer.


Only 600
kilometers. In 37 days they had already advanced that amount
along several parts of the front. They had nearly conquered the most
populous and difficult parts of Ayvarta. Now it was not a question of
whether they could continue at this pace.


Drescher had to maintain that pace. Nocht had to maintain that
pace.















Solstice Dominance -- SIVIRA of the
Supreme Command


"Have
you a new five-point plan for World Peace that you wish to promote,
Larissa?"


Seated
behind her desk, Daksha Kansal stared over steepled fingers at the arriving
ambassador to the Republic of Helvetia, a large northern nation geographically
smack in the middle of Lubon, Nocht and, with some imagination, Ayvarta as
well. Helvetians reminded Daksha of the Nochtish people, except much more
predisposed to preaching.


Even before
the motion of no confidence made things awkward for them, Ayvartan's few
visiting foreign ambassadors were loathed to have any kind of actual diplomatic
discussion. They just seemed to enjoy renting the space for their buildings,
and tasting the local cuisine. One notable exception was the Helvetian
ambassador, who came to censure the Ayvartan government frequently. Just a few
days ago she had condemned Ayvarta's "failure of democracy" after the
dissolution of the Council. Daksha enjoyed putting her in her place, and
immediately wrote a deliciously belligerent article explaining Yuba's role in
the proceedings, as well as the fact that she was elevated to her position by
democratic blocs.


Never was
Larissa daunted by these retorts. Time and again she would reappear in front of
the Ayvartan government, submitting herself to whatever skepticism or ridicule
they had in store in exchange for some time to talk about her own high-handed
views.


Daksha
supposed that was what brought her here today. Again.


And she
never knocked or made her presence known. So she always startled
Daksha and always set off her anxiety.
Self-centered puffy fool. Shooting was too good for her.


Reigning in
her fury, Daksha silently bid the ambassador to come forward.


Despite the
hot weather, Larissa was clad in a fur cap and coat. Long locks of blonde hair
trailed down the sides of her face, perfectly parted in the center. She was a
fairly tall woman, with an angular face that gave her a humorless appearance.
She bore a variety of pins on her breast; supposedly they reminded her of
various causes she stood for. Ending world hunger, preserving historic
treasures, curing cancer, and such things.


Without the
revolutionary science of Lenanism none of those things had any hope of happening,
so Daksha just found the Helvetians ineffective and tedious. To the last one
they would drone about World Peace while offering Nocht and Lubon nothing but
stern reprimands, and Ayvarta nothing but worthless platitudes. Much of the
globe laughed at their faces. This was perhaps the one thing Nocht and Ayvarta
gladly agreed on.


Behind
Larissa, Cadao stood helplessly, fidgeting. Daksha knew not exactly why; but
Cadao fidgeted and acted like an anxious puppy about every damned thing anyway.


"She
has important news, Premier." Cadao said.


Daksha
separated then clapped her hands together. "This is new. What is it?"


"You'll
find that this," Larissa approached
and dropped a folder on the desk, "is newer."


Helvetia
never had news for anyone, because they never did anything.


Caught
off-guard by the contents of the folder, Daksha scarcely looked at it before
she delivered a skeptical glance at Larissa, and then at Cadao, who shrank away
from it.


"Explain."
Daksha said brusquely.


"ULTRA
has intercepted various signals from Lubon over the past thirty days. In your
hands, you hold ULTRA's final report, and their complete findings."
Larissa said.


"I can
see that." Daksha replied.


That was
not all; there were certainly many transcripts, broken codes, intercepted diplomatic
communications. Already scandalous things, only available through spying.
However there were also troop movement projections, maps of Ayvarta extensively
labeled, code names, formations. According to this
folder, Lubon would be landing two Armies in North Solstice within weeks
if not days; if not already on the way.


It was
alarming; though the veracity of this information was suspect.


"Explain
what your angle is." Daksha curtly reiterated.


"Daksha,"
Larissa said, her tone still serious, neutral. "Let us talk."


"Concerning
what?" Daksha said. She was wary of some kind of northern trick.


After all,
Helvetia had helped Nocht before, a few decades ago, in their darkest hour.


"Helvetia's
global role and partners in that global role." Larissa replied.


Daksha
raised an eyebrow. This was certainly new
-- and interesting.


"I
thought you didn't like working with 'totalitarian dictators.'" Daksha
said.


"That
was then. This is now. Besides, you wouldn't characterize yourself as that,
would you? I thought your role now was a guarantor of your people's
revolution." Larissa said.


"You
annoy the hell out of me." Daksha, grinning. "Let's talk then,
peacenik."


 




 


 






























36. Gloom On
The Shining Port


 


42nd of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


﻿Core
Ocean -- West Ayvartan Waters


At noon,
amid the deep blue of the ocean, the Heavy Cruiser Revenant launched a
floatplane patrol. Near the bow of the ship, the Revenant's two catapults
were turned northward and Remora float
planes hurled to begin their journey. Each would cover hundreds
of kilometers of sea and return within hours, reporting via radio any
contacts with enemy ships.


From the
operations deck, at the fore of the massive, armored citadel of the ship's
forward superstructure, Captain-At-Sea Monashir stood with her hands behind her
back, staring seriously at their operational map of the West Ayvartan
Naval Sector, as they knew it in their strategic planning. Her chief
concern now was the Bundesmarine of Nocht.


At her
flanks, the Selkie class frigates and the Aircraft Carrier Admiral Qote were
getting ready to depart and rejoin the East Ayvartan Fleet as a potential
defense against Hanwa, whose role in the conflict everyone suspected, but no
one knew for certain. In any conflict with Hanwa, their first strike would
definitely be an assault on the nation's Navy, and likely a first-strike
against their naval command. Chayat was sure to become a target.


Admiral
Qote would certainly be needed in such a situation. Not so much the Revenant.


As such
it would be up to the Revenant to escort the Charybdis back to Rangda in
Tambwe, while the Admiral Qote was relocated, and the Selkies covered it in
transit.


Captain
Monashir was used to acting alone or on limited resources. Nevertheless it paid
to be cautious and use everything at her disposal. Before her support
ships departed, Captain Monashir had requested enough time for a full
reconnaissance patrol. The Admiral Qote had gracefully acquiesced to her
request and delayed its departure a few hours.


She waited
with her breath held in her chest, surrounded by radio and navigation
equipment, viewing the ocean through slit windows at the front of the
compartment.


Though she
loved the view of the sea, it was no longer important to the crew.


In this new
age of warfare, what she saw with her senses hardly mattered to the fight. A
battle might be decided far before she even knew a battle was imminent.
Seaplane recon was the best Monashir could hope for at the moment. The Revenant
had an underwater sound detection system, and while the navy was intrigued
by the ARG-2's capabilities in Bada Aso, there was no time currently to install
such a thing on the Revenant.


She watched
her float monoplanes launched, and could not quite see them fly away.


Radio
reports came in every fifteen minutes from both planes.


No
contacts; clear seas; etc, for the first few hours.


Then a
report came in: "Remora-3 has sighted a heavy cruiser. Looks like a Lubon Gloucester judging by all the big guns
strapped to it ma'am. I don't see any supporting ships, and it seems westbound.
It's far from home. I can't imagine what it's up to."


That's what
it took; in this age of aircraft and signals, those words were worth more
than the sharpest eyes on the deck of any ship. She had her contacts, hundreds
of kilometers away.


Quickly the
crew began to work on triangulation, while their aircraft shadowed the enemy.
Soon they worked out a possible course for the Gloucester, as well as a
potential combat area. Such an action begged the question: would they engage the Gloucester?


They
couldn't reach it on the surface. But passing this information to the Admiral
Qote would allow them to deploy some of the 62 aircraft on-board. Though the
Qote would have flushed at the request -- 14 of its aircraft had been lost
in Bada Aso, 10 to landing accidents, rendering the crew gun-shy --
they might have ultimately agreed to do it.


Garuda and
Roc aircraft could have attacked the Gloucester within the hour.


This would
be an easy fight for them, and would eliminate a royal navy heavy-hitter. No
resources would have to be diverted other than the planes and a few travel
delays.


However,
they were only two days out from Rangda, and the stray ship did not seem to be
headed for their land. Though it had no business in these waters in war-time,
and though Lubon was certainly Nocht's crony in this war, Ayvarta and
Lubon had not yet engaged in shooting. This attack would mean the
Ayvartans shed first blood on the Elves.


It was all
well to destroy this one ship. Captain Monashir, however, saw further risks.


"Let
the Gloucester go. All Seaplanes return to base. We speed to Rangda."


Captain
Monashir knew she had lost her nerve. She had been confronted with a situation
and turned her head from it. Bitterly she recalled her first impression
of Madiha Nakar before her own battle -- a battle the Captain had seen as
reckless and unnecessary. Nakar had achieved an incredible result. But the
thought of going out of her way now to destroy this Elven ship, while tempting,
still felt reckless and unnecessary.


Monashir
was not Nakar, and the sea was not Bada Aso.


Operations
in the western Ayvartan waters were thus concluded. Admiral Qote broke
off, and met new escorts. Captain Monashir sailed for Rangda. She was sure
of her choice.


 


44th of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


Core
Ocean, Ayvartan Waters -- Heavy Cruiser Revenant, around Tambwe.


Easterly
winds carried cold from the Kucha over the little dominance of Tambwe across
the lower northwest coast. Under the hot noon sun blaring over the ocean, the
cold turned into a fresh breeze. But much of the deck was vacant, and there
were few around to savor the air. On their final approach to the city of
Rangda, only several hundred kilometers from harbor, the cruiser Revenant and its crew took
a deserved break for lunch belowdecks.


Floating on
the opportune breeze, a certain creature found the empty deck suitable.


And weary
of the ship's confines, a certain Warrant Officer found the creature in turn.


Hidden behind
one of the lifeboats on the ship starboard, Parinita Maharani peered out
onto the raised prow, near the forward gun turret housing the massive 300mm
double cannons, where she found this beast bathing in the sun. Her
eyes drew wide open and she pushed a hand against her own lips to stifle
all the little noises her mouth spontaneously generated.


This was a
Drake, one of the many large, reptilian animals in Ayvarta. In the continent's
vast wilds, the Drake in its various forms was a fairly common form of solitary
predator.


However,
this was a most uncommon form of drake.


Slender and
the size of a big cat, it was much smaller than its siblings. Instead of a
snout, like other drakes, it possessed a hard, beak-like mouth with a jagged
interior. Instead of scales, the creature was covered in fuzzy down, like a
baby bird. Though it lacked true wings, and had quite developed front and back
limbs with stubby claws and strong muscles, there were fleshy, earth-tone
membranes extending between its front legs and flanks, that
amassed into folds while it lay in repose. What drew Parinita's gaze the most
was the gaudy purple-and-teal coloration of the creature's fuzz, that shifted
with one's eyes and the position of the sun's light as
though the creature were encrusted with a gradient of gems.


"A
Kite Dragon!" She squealed to herself, staring at the creature from afar.


Though
still a Drake, its ability to "fly" on the wind lent this creature
its name.


And a
legendary reputation. Parinita's head filled with little girlish fantasies.


The Kite
Dragon raised its head and stared lazily around itself, awoken. Parinita feared
that it might take off, but it did not. It raised one of its front legs
over its head, and with this motion it stretched taut the flap of
beautifully colored skin that made up its "wing." Bending its head it
nibbled on its own skin, likely to relieve an itch, and then laid again under
the sun, unconcerned with the surrounding machinery of this giant modern
warship.


Such a
shocking sight; the futuristic grey meeting the regal purple of the past.


Watching
this living treasure, Parinita could hardly contain her excitement. She
hesitated to approach it. She was awed, seeing the history of the world
that she had been taught, the mythical history, a part of it at least,
confirmed before her eyes. Though on the one hand she had hated her
grandmother, those stories she told had become quite a part of her the past
month. Those ideas that she kept alive, those things only she knew.


To see them
in flesh, to interact with them, made her proud. It made her special.


In her
mind, she did not even question where this being came from. It was fated to
come.


But what
pure maiden did it seek? Perhaps; could it be? Herself?
Parinita was giddy.


"Chief
Warrant Officer, I have safely removed the rat from your bed quarters--"


Parinita
turned around and sharply shushed the person coming in behind her, snapping
instantly out of her pleasurable reverie. It was Sergeant Agni, whom she
had tasked with removing a pest from her room. It had been a hasty compact.
Parinita had run screaming out of her room and found Agni outside the door
by sheer coincidence. Seeing a familiar face, she hid behind Agni for several
minutes and then shoved her into the room, shut the door and ran way. Informal,
unspoken; as one does with these sorts of things.


Standing
out in the open, Agni turned her head from Parinita and toward the deck and
finally seemed to notice the Drake. There was no change in her disinterested
expression upon spotting the majestic being laying on their ship. She blinked,
and stared, dead-eyed. Agni never emoted, and the sight of the Kite Dragon had
no visible effect on her.


"What
is that?" She asked simply.


"It's
a Kite Dragon." Parinita triumphantly said.


"What
is it?" Agni reiterated with no change in tone.


"Haven't
you heard the stories?"


"No."
Agni dryly replied.


Of course
she hadn't. Barely anybody did anymore.


As a child,
whenever her grandmother deigned to pay her attention, Parinita received a
thorough instruction on Ayvartan mythology. Her family, she had been told,
where once faith healers and spirit priests, highly valued by their people in
supernatural matters. They were also keepers of the histories of tribes and
ancestral, nascent nations. She knew all about Kite Dragons, and as she spoke,
she carried herself quite proudly for this.


"Kite
Dragons are the highest order among dragonkind that is left in the world.
Drakes cannot fly, but Kite Dragons have achieved such a status, that they needn't fly. They merely
trick the wind into ferrying them, like a kite. It is said that the regal Kite
Dragon moves under its own power only in the presence of pure maidens, such as
princesses and saints and songstresses, whom it takes very kindly to. It is
said that an ancient King once followed a Kite Dragon for days to
find a beautiful bride in Dbagbo, suited for queenship."


Parinita
finished with a flourish of her hands, awaiting a response from her audience.


"What
a lazy little Drake; it sounds quite ridiculous." Agni said, touched not
by the tale.


"What?
Ridiculous? It's amazing. This is an extremely rare, majestic being!"


"Can
it breathe fire?"


Parinita
threw her hands up. "No!"


Agni
shrugged. "I'm not interested then. I'm not a pure maiden anyway."


"You're
damn right you aren't! Not with this attitude!" Parinita said.


Agni opened
her pouch, and pulled up a black, furry thing from it.


"Here's
your rat, by the way."


Parinita
drew back.


"AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA--"


Agni
shuddered. The Kite Dragon crooked an eyebrow at the sudden screech.


Parinita bolted
up the nearby lifeboat hoist, finding a strength hitherto unknown to her. In
two lightning-fast hand-holds she made it onto the life raft and threw
herself under its covering tarp, crying aloud. Agni must have lost her mind!
That rat was at least 100 cm!


"Agni,
kill it! Shoot it! Throw it in the ocean! It's a rat! A rat!" Parinita
cried.


She peered
out from under the tarp and found Agni staring at her with those same blank
eyes, mindlessly petting the rat's head as its plump body dangled from her fingers.
She felt a skin-tingling disgust with the little beast, it's
pink fleshy little limbs, its stringy tail. She could see it in her mind
creeping around, teeny-tiny, festering in people's garbage!


"It's
harmless." Agni said, holding up the little fiend and shaking him
dismissively.


"Rats
bite you and scratch you and carry diseases!"


From under
the tarp Parinita flailed her arms helplessly.


On the
deck, the engineer seemed to finally realize her officer's disgust, and nodded
her head solemnly. She averted her gaze, looking almost remorseful of her
current conduct.


"I'm
sorry; I did not understand just how much they affected you. I shall rectify
this."


Agni
withdrew her pistol from her hip and put it to the rat's pathetic round head.


She locked
eyes with the rat as Agni prepared to finish it.


Parinita
groaned sharply as if deflating. "No! No! Ok! Don't do that!"


"Should
I just let it go then? There's really nowhere else for it--"


"Fine!
Fine! Let it go! You barbarian! Let it go!"


Instead of
shooting, Agni nodded, put down the rat and released her hands.


Parinita
watched in horror as the furry devil scurried away.


Freed, the
beast flounced up the deck, crawled over a fire extinguisher box, leaped to the
prow, and was then snatched in mid-air by a sudden lunge from the Kite Dragon.


Clacking
its beak, the creature tossed the rat into the air and swallowed it whole. A
gross bulge formed on the creature's throat as its meal went down.
Uncharismatic noises issued from its beak and nostrils; once its meal had
fallen far enough, the dragon relaxed, laid back and stretched out on the
deck, its belly glinting royal purple in the sunlight.


"It
ate the rat." Agni said, sounding very lightly puzzled.


"It
ate the rat." Parinita mimed in a much more anguished tone.


She climbed
back down from the life rafts and set foot on the deck once more.


Seizing
Agni by the shoulders, she shook up the engineer, gritting her teeth in
frustration.


"I
blame you! I blame you!" Parinita shouted as
Agni's head bobbed.


"Did
something happen up here?"


One of the
side doors from the conning tower opened, and Colonel Madiha Nakar
emerged.


Tall and
fit, and quite well-dressed in her black, red and gold KVW uniform, the Colonel
managed quite a presence. There was a look of consternation on the normally
soft features of the Colonel's face, her dark eyes locked onto Parinita's hands
as the guilty secretary manhandled Sergeant Agni. Parinita withdrew her
hands and fidgeted, looping some of her strawberry hair around her finger and
laughing perhaps a little too girlishly.


For her
part, Agni seemed unaffected by the gentle thrashing.


"That
happened," She said, pointing out onto the prow.


Madiha
turned her head to look and stared at the creature, narrowing her eyes.


She raised a
hand atop the gentle bridge of her nose to shield her eyes from the sun.


Her lips
curled into a serious expression.


"That
thing is in the way and needs to get off the deck promptly." Madiha said.


She started
toward the prow before Parinita could relate to her the myths she told Agni.


Parinita
watched as the Colonel approached the Kite Dragon and started shooing it.


She was in
distress, waiting for the creature to lunge angrily at the impure Colonel.


The
Drake opened its double-lidded green eyes, and raised its head in
consternation.


Madiha
tapped her feet hard near it, and nudged it brusquely with her shoes.


Spotting
her, the creature narrowed its eyes and sniffed. Parinita was ready to cry out.


Suddenly it
sprang up onto Madiha's chest and curled its tail around her in embrace.


"Parinita!"
Madiha cried. "Why is this strange bird attacking me!"


Parinita's
jaw dropped in response. She wasn't being attacked; the Kite Dragon had just
acknowledged her as a pure maiden. Perhaps the purest it had ever seen judging
by how it nudged its head lovingly over Madiha's breast, and curled its tail
around her waist. It seemed almost positively in love with her, hooting and
clacking its beak, its down standing on end.


"I
think it likes you." Agni said dully.


"It
does!" Parinita said. She made a little squeeing noise. This was a once-in-a-lifetime sight! She almost wanted to rush
belowdecks and get the cameras. "It really likes you!"


Madiha
stood still and stared in dismay at the gently stirring creature.


"Gross."
Madiha moaned.


Nonchalantly
Madiha pushed on the Kite Dragon. It unfurled and fell back on the deck.


Like a
strange cat, it bounced back against Madiha's legs, rubbing its flank on her.


Madiha
sighed. "I don't want this."


Parinita
gasped. She was in disbelief at everyone's sheer lack of curiosity. Even if
they knew nothing, this made no sense! "Madiha, look at it! It's
beautiful! It's such a rare, majestic--"


"It
eats rats." Agni interjected.


At once
Madiha looked down again at the creature and seemed to have new eyes for it.
She knelt, picked it up by its front legs, and raised it to her face. She
gently spread its gliding flaps, and blinked at the colorful display
of its bejeweled fuzz once exposed to sunlight. Eyes closed,
contented, the creature lifted its long gradient colored tail and slipped it
beneath Madiha's neck-length hair, lifting several tufts of her messy bob.


Nonchalantly,
she deposited the creature back onto the deck and walked away.


"I
will reassess its utility, I suppose." She said without affect.


Parinita
raised her hands to her face, shaking her head and muttering to herself.










At night
and in the early dawn Madiha had taken to looking out at the sea. There was something
calming about it. It always showed its best face, regardless of its depths.
Atop the gently swaying prow of the Revenant on the calm sea she would
contemplate the days ahead of her. There would be no answers. The Revenant was
not a place to seek them.


Midday was
another story entirely. Everyone was busy on the deck, and the surface of the
ship was very hot. As such, gawking at the ocean simply put her in the way, and
cost her significant body fluids. She had preciously little administrative
duties out at sea, and instead spent much of her time belowdecks thinking and
writing in her office instead.


Her office
was not a landmark. Situated in the starboard side of the ship, it was planned
as a telegraphy office. Modern encryption machines however were much
smaller, and could stand alongside modern radios in the signals quarters near
the foremast. Now there was but an empty desk and chairs, and this was all that
Madiha really wanted or needed.


So she
spent much of her time in peace, humming to herself and her desk and her chair.


Nobody
really visited her save Paranita, who had found films and other things in the
storage room that she shared with the Colonel. They had watched a few of them
together, including a romance film that led to a little awkward tension between
the two. The few times the Colonel left the office it was often with
Parinita pulling her by the hand and laughing.


Madiha's
heart sometimes fluttered near Parinita, these days. She felt childish about
it.


Those days
in the ship were almost dream-like in their gentle, uneventful simplicity.


All of
these things, however, became sudddenly overturned.


Only a
few hours away from Rangda, and Madiha had heard more noise and seen more
movement than she had the whole trip. There was now a commotion outside of
her office, and her heart was certainly not fluttering for Parinita, who
had dragged in some gigantic bird from the deck that was obsessed with Madiha
for some reason. Just as the bird was now obsessed with Madiha, Parinita seemed
obsessed with the bird, adding to the consternation.


It would be
impossible to have a last leisurely study before disembarking.


Stationed
atop her books and notes, the creature closed its eyes and clacked its beak.


Crawk,
crawk, crawk! it cried, and
Parinita clapped her hands with delight.


Outside her
door, several interested gawkers, naval and army alike, stood by and
watched with bewilderment as the Kite Dragon overturned itself on her desk, and
rolled over Madiha's precious manuscripts, which she rushed to salvage. It seemed
to ignore any attention it was being given, instead contenting itself with
appearing a jackass before Madiha. For her part, Madiha knocked its head
away, shoved its tail aside, and pushed its thrashing form off her papers, and
managed to collect them all before it did damage.


"I am
not delighted with pets, Chief Warrant Officer."
Madiha shouted over the crawking.


Parinita
scoffed, crossing her arms. "Why not? Colonel, give it a good look! It's so
pretty!"


In love
with the creature's antics, Parinita skipped toward the desk and reached her
hand.


The Kite
Dragon stopped its energetic thrashing suddenly and gave Parinita a
sharp, serious look. It clacked its beak in anger whenever the
secretary approached to touch it.


Parinita
tentatively kept her hand in the air over the beast. Dissatisfied with throwing
bites at her shadow, the Kite Dragon spread its beak and let out an unearthly
noise instead.


Outside the
room the little gathering drew back from the door, and tension shaved away
the crowd. Some gawkers broke all pretense and ran as if the ship was on
fire, or would be.


Madiha
produced a thick socialist pamphlet and tapped hard on the drake's head with
the spine. It settled back down on the desk and allowed Parinita to rub
the down on its back. At once the tension in the air died down, and the
creature seemed to finally calm itself. Curled atop the desk, its flanks
expanded and contracted with a steady, gentle breath.


"Too spontaneous."
Madiha finally answered the pet question hanging in the room. "It's hard
enough with people; animals just make me anxious. You can't understand
them."


Besides
which, Madiha had a bad history with creatures. She didn't mention this.


Parinita
was too taken in with rubbing the monster's down to
empathize, it seemed.


Scratching her
own hair, Madiha continued the conversation. "What does it want?"


Parinita
threw her a skeptical look. "It's an animal, it doesn't want anything, it just likes you."


"What
do I do then?" Madiha pressed. She felt foolish, but she was truly
stumped.


"Um,"
Parinita fidgeted with her hair, "Feed it? Play with it? Name it?"


Madiha
wondered why anyone would waste their time like that. It was one thing to, for
example, leave food out for animals on the street. This was borne of
compassion, in the same way that people deserved food so did animals. Animals
did not require you to play with them, or so Madiha thought. And they certainly
did not require names. In fact, one might even argue, according to the
socialist conduct of Lenanists, that taking animals as "Pets" might
constitute a form of exploitative bondage. However, Daksha truly did not
care about animals one iota in teaching her, so Madiha formed this conjecture
mostly for an excuse.


She thought
it best to think about it more than that before she told Parinita.


"What
if it has a name already? We'd be insulting it." Madiha said.


Parinita
blinked at her. "I am fairly certain it does not have a name."


"How
can you be sure it doesn't?"


"Because
it's an animal. Have you ever seen A
Tiger's Tale by any chance?"


"No."


"Have
you read the book Man's Origin and the State of Nature?"


"No?"


Parinita
shrugged. "Well, just-- they're animals Madiha they don't have names."


"I'll
trust you on that, since you seem such an expert on this fiend." Madiha
said.


"Okay!"
Parinita clapped her hands, changing the subject. "What should we name
it?"


Madiha
gasped. "Whoa, you just leaped a kilometer ahead of me--"


From the
doorway a hand shot up suddenly and someone jumped up and down.


"Baku!"
cried a voice. A smooth-featured face wearing a big grin and messy chestnut
brown hair in a long braid popped up over the crowd briefly, and then
disappeared with a thump, and repeated, coming back
up again to speak. "Name it Big Bearded Baku!"


Parinita
looked to the door with obvious disdain toward the suggestion.


"Corporal
Kajari, please disperse this crowd and close the door. Thank you."


Behind the
little crowd, Corporal Gulab Kajari stopped jumping, and sighed audibly.


In a few
minutes the office door shut, Madiha breathed out and finally had a measure of
privacy again. Parinita continued to watch the creature with rapt attention.
Madiha thought she felt her skin brimming from the anxiety of the past few
minutes. In reality the vibrations from the Kite Dragon's energetic purring
were transferring through the desk.


"So,
what shall we name it?" Parinita asked sweetly. She clapped her hands
together and bobbed her head aside, and shook her hips a little. She was really
pouring on the charm now. Despite the creature's hatred for her, she seemed
driven to keep it.


Madiha
looked into her bright eyes, and briefly glanced at the little monster. It had
rolled over on its belly and begun wiggling about atop the desk, swishing its
tail in the air.


Sighing
with resignation, Madiha replied, "Kali will be fine. Symbolic; easy to
say."


She just
could not say no when Parinita looked so earnestly at her.










On the 35th
of the Aster's Gloom, the Battle of Bada Aso had ended.


Completing
the Hellfire Plan, Battlegroup Ox under the direction of Madiha Nakar lured
large Nocht formations into the capital city of Adjar, Bada Aso. Deceiving the
enemy as to her true intentions, she evacuated her troops, retreated by sea,
and detonated the city via the mysterious built-up gases lying deep within its
underbelly using radio-control tele-tanks.


She could
have never imagined the scale of the devastation she would wreak.


From the
sea, she observed as three quarters of the city were set ablaze. Massive
columns of smoke and fire reached skyward. It was almost more magic than nature
at work.


She
estimated at least six powerful divisions of the Nochtish armed forces had been
devastated there. Hundreds of tanks, planes, heavy guns, and other
equipment had been devastated. Bada Aso was denied to Nocht; without its port,
its communications and its transportation capability the efficiency of Nocht's
east-bound thrust to Tambwe and then North Ayvarta would be severely
curtailed. Dori Dobo was the only other hub city comparable to Bada Aso in
Adjar; and she used the word comparable very
loosely. It was smaller, its port capacity far lesser, and it was far too south
to be effective.


There had
been other effects of this devastating battle on the course of the war.


Under the rains
of Bada Aso, Madiha had recovered all of her past memories. Whereas before she
walked through the world with a life half-lived, she now remembered her
childhood, her emancipation, and the revolution. She remembered her fate, 22
years ago.


Everyone had
given her up for dead, but Daksha Kansal had refused to surrender her.


Years
passed, and that faith was rewarded. Madiha woke again. Hollow, damaged,
but alive.


She
remembered her coma, the recovery; she winced internally remembering the pain
and frustration of physical therapy as she learned again to use her body. At
that time she had been almost the walking dead, a blank slate without a mind,
acting almost automatically.


Some of
that hollowness had gone away now. Her fragmented life had become again a continuous
development. Now her earliest memory wasn't leaving the hospital walls and
fighting an addiction to pain killers as a teen. Now it was the nuns; the harsh
lessons; the lonely playground. She had been four or five years old when she
became truly cognizant.


She
remembered her power and how to wield it. She also refused to employ it
liberally.


Nonetheless;
at the tips of her mental fingers she had her life and experiences again.


Despite
having this knowledge she still felt quite eerie. 'I am," and 'I
feel," still felt like alien concepts to her. Even as a child, there were
many limitations as to who Madiha Nakar was, and what she could be. She had
never been able to develop the hopes and dreams, the formative
experiences, the simple likes and dislikes of a peaceful life among people.


Madiha
always substituted a duty to others for developing a sense of herself.


Even as a
child, reading about socialism, carrying out Daksha's plans, delivering
letters, evading or fighting guards; becoming proficient at those things is
what made her, her. It wasn't that she was afraid of drakes, or that she liked
blueberry halva, or that she gambled with the other stray kids sometimes. It
was her value to others that made her.


Seeking
after that value, refining it; that was her. All in service of the revolution.


She was no
longer a child. So that substitution became much more complicated.


These days
there was just one task that she felt satisfied her mired mind.


And so
during the time since they left Bada Aso, Madiha contemplated the war.


In her
office, she had begun to pen several observations about Bada Aso, about Nocht,
about the way Hellfire turned out, and about the way forward. There was one
idea she had been nursing lately that carried her through her last days, until the
Revenant finally docked at the port of Rangda. It had not been hubris that had befallen Nocht in Bada Aso.


Hubris
backed up by power was still power. No; it had been deception. Theirs, and
hers.


Deception
had defeated Nocht. Deception; this was a fundamental part of warfare now.
Ruses, diversions, lies, ruthlessly redefining the world in which your
opponents fought. That was something she had done without even knowing she was
doing it. Nocht would get wise now. It was not enough to passively await their
mistakes. She had to take action.


All of her
planning had to change. In a way, this excited her. It was a challenge.


Combined
arms, mobility, intelligence, and deception. That was warfare now.


And she had
a chance-- no, a duty. She had a duty to master modern warfare.


War was the
only thing that seemed to hold her mind for long, the only thing that truly
fascinated her. So while Parinita watched films and engaged in the raw
mathematical work of logistics, and while Agni tinkered with the tanks and
other equipment leftover from Bada Aso, Madiha began to outline the principles
that she would follow in war.


She started
by titling the manuscript, and she called it tentatively, "Deep
Battle."










 


Tambwe
Dominance -- Rangda City, Shining Port


 


"Colonel
Nakar, ma'am! Why is that strange bird attacking you?"


Brandishing
a biology book in one hand, and with Kali hanging happily from her back like a
baby chimp on its mother, Madiha replied, "It is not a bird. You see,
while birds and drakes have some distant relatives in the ancient,
monstrous creature known as a Dinosaur,
the Bird does not have developed arms, but rather wings, unlike the Drake,
known for its arms."


On the
docks, the port authority worker, saluting her stiffly, blinked, and whistled.


"Life
Sciences was not my strongest suit as a youngster, ma'am."
she admitted.


"Likewise."
Madiha replied amicably.


For someone
terrible at life sciences, she had learned a lot in three hours of reading.


Madiha put
away the little book into her black tunic stepped off the ramp onto dry ground.
From the Ayvartan south, she had been relocated some distance northwest.


At the
bottom of the ramp to the concrete platform, Madiha and Parinita were welcomed
to the Shining Port of Rangda. They paused atop the berth and took in the
sights before them alongside the port representative. Aside from the Charybdis,
their troop carrier ship, and the Revenant, there were fishing boats and a few
commercial craft moored to the L-shaped wharfs built along the contours of
the naturally wedge-shaped harbor.


Cranes and
tractors that lay dormant for days now became active once more. Both the
Revenant and the Charybdis had surviving guns, tanks, and scores of equipment
and ammunition that could be put to use again. Rangda's 'shining port' quickly
got to work unloading the vessels. Everything would be inventoried and
warehoused shortly thereafter.


Machines
were by far the least of the cargo however. Throngs of soldiers disembarked
from the vessels and walked down the platforms, guided by helpful gendarmes in
their red and yellow armbands. Battlegroup Ram organizers soon arrived with
buses. Ram's 8th Rifle Division HQ would house, feed and train them while
Madiha's Regiment was built up again. Most of the people leaving the Charybdis were
surviving troops and Civilian volunteers from Bada Aso. Madiha would have
different accommodations in Rangda than them.


Turning her
gaze east, shielding her eyes from the fierce afternoon sun, Madiha visually
followed the port roads past the warehouses and berths to the city itself.


Rangda was
marginally smaller than Bada Aso, but it was modern and well-built, and its
size was more readily apparent due to its open nature. Bada Aso's stifling
streets and haphazard alleys were not shared here. Uphill from the port stretched
a broad main thoroughfare with several lanes of traffic, including a trolley
track. Beautiful blue and white buildings three stories high flanked pedestrian
paths and roads, where small groups of cars and buses drove
briskly through. Long, painted banners hung over the width of the streets,
strung over the lanes of traffic from one building to another, and
stretched between streetlights.


"Welcome
to Rangda, comrades. We're getting ready for a festival in a few days."
said the port representative. "I suggest you not miss it for the world!
It'll be lovely!"


"We'll
definitely make time for it." Parinita said, bowing her head to the
representative.


Kali pulled
itself up from around Madiha and instead perched heavily on her shoulder.


"Once
I am established I will try to make an appearance." Madiha replied.


Bowing
back, the port representative took her leave to supervise the unloading.


Parinita
and Madiha followed the platform back onto the thick concrete that had been
poured over the low and sandy western shore to transform it into the robust
harbor that had given Rangda it's title of 'The
Shining Port'. It was a feat of engineering, though the Chayatham naval base
and shipyard was by far larger. Rangda could have housed the Admiral Qote and
the Selkies too, had those ships not departed their company days ago.


Soon as
they made it to the edge of the berth, they heard a screeching of rubber.


Turning
their heads, they spotted a light car coming in from around one of the
warehouses. It dodged one of the tractors unloading the Revenant and
skidded to a stop beside the mooring posts. A man inside waved Madiha and
Parinita close.


Kali
growled. Madiha shushed the beast.


At the
driver's seat the young, curly-haired man behind seemed undaunted.


"Colonel
Nakar? The Governor requests your presence, ma'am. Council approves."


Parinita
gave her superior a confused and worried look.


Madiha
nodded her head, silently consoling her. She had expected this.


After all,
her victory in Bada Aso was only possible due to a regional political
coup.


Perhaps the
time had come to face the consequences.


Compliantly
the two women sat side by side in the rear of the car. As haphazardly as he had
driven to them, the man jerked back around and dashed away from the berths,
around the warehouses, through a half-open security gate, and out to Ocean
Road. Madiha thought she could see his foot pushing the pedal down to the floor
of the car.


Parinita
laid her hand over Madiha's and she gripped the soft fingers with her own.


"I'm
Jota, written with a 'J'," their driver shouted, while the surroundings
sped past him, referring to the missing sound at the front of his name.
"I'm the guy who gets people to places quick around here. Just sit tight,
I've made this drive in five minutes before!"


Ocean Road was
the main artery, the massive, beautiful street that bisected Rangda, and held
most of its cooperatives, state shops and services. Townsfolk hung banners and
icons wherever there was a surface on Ocean that could hold them. Farther
up the street there was an open space, receding into the column of buildings,
that contained a Msanii space for the sale and trade
of crafts. It was decorated with banner and icons that bore the same symbols as
the rest: sickle moon shapes in regal shades of blue.


On either
side of Ocean Road the city was divided into discreet quarters, much less
haphazardly planned than Bada Aso's streets. There was a factory quarter,
administrative buildings and a city garrison farther east, while tenements and
apartments, as well as theaters and clubs, had been gathered south. Atop a hill
in the northwest, close to the harbor, were a half-dozen coastal defense guns,
with a mirror battery to the southwest. There were parks and even a sports
stadium along the city as well.


Madiha
could not see many of these, but a provided pamphlet pointed them out.


Staring at
the pages was all she could to keep her mind off the cars Jota screamed past.


Rangda rose
uphill from the ocean on a gentle slope before plateauing anew almost a
hundred meters above the level of the berths on the port. Here Jota took a
screeching turn away from Ocean and into a connecting road, past several
echelons of buildings and toward a flat, broad two-story building in a square
'u' shape, extending its arms around a pristine green park. He drove right
through the grass, and swerved in beside a six-step platform leading
to the columned maw of the building's northern wing.


Leaping
over his closed driver-side door, Jota stood by the car's side and opened the
door on Parinita's side. He stepped aside with his arms behind his back,
smiling.


Madiha felt
herself continuing to shake despite the infernal car having come to a stop.


"We're
not charmed." Parinita replied brusquely, holding on to her garrison cap
as if it could still fly away. Kali hissed from Madiha's shoulder and
clacked its sharp beak.


Again Jota
seemed unconcerned with the world around him.


"Well,
I wasn't trying to be charming." Jota said. "Follow me!"


Without
another word he turned swiftly around and hurried up the steps. He was almost
all the way to the entryway by the time Madiha and Parinita had left the
car. They dusted off their rumps, and got their bearings, a little dizzy after
stepping off the hurtling vehicle.


Kali jumped
out of the vehicle and tried to follow them. It leaped into the air, spread its
arms, pulled its tail around its own neck, inflated its belly, and like a
bizarre partially-open balloon it floated in a disturbing, ungainly fashion
toward the two of them. Madiha interdicted the beast in mid-air with a tap of
her finger, causing a hollow sound to issue.


"Stay
in the car." She said. The Kite Dragon growled and floated away over the
vehicle.


Unfurling
itself, it glided gently down to the back seat in a much more traditional
fashion. Madiha supposed the creature ballooned when it needed to stay in the
air for longer.


"Bye
little fella!" Parinita chirped, waving her hands at the car.


Kali
growled through its throat. Parinita slumped and sighed with resignation.










 


Tambwe
Dominance -- Rangda City, Regional Council


 


Once they
caught up, Jota led the women through the interior of the Rangda Council
building. Every hall and room was abuzz with activity. Radio rooms were packed,
telegraphs passed dozens of hands, telephone lines were in constant use, and a
room full of twittering computers at the end of a hall made enough noise on
their push-button mechanical calculators and with their gossipy voices to drown
out the entire hall outside.


Madiha was
not fully aware of the strategic situation across Ayvarta, but it was obviously
quite a serious time in Rangda judging by all of the activity in the Council
Building. She had been at sea for over a week, with scattered radio contact
with the mainland. However she was bitterly aware that although she had bought
time at Bada Aso, Nocht's depleted Adjar forces would still do all that
they could to thrust north into Tambwe.


So
Battlegroup Ram and by extension the Civil Council had to keep quite busy.


On the
second floor Madiha and Parinita stepped side by side into a broad room with a
long desk in the center. There were festival banners hung here too, and a
poster on the wall urged everyone to celebrate the Twilight Blossom Festival
along Ocean Road.


Jota
remained outside while the two women met with the Governor.


But it was
not the Governor sitting behind the big desk in the middle.


He was
standing beside it, a slender man about ten years Madiha's senior with trimmed,
frizzy hair and a grave face. Behind the desk was a man that Madiha recognized.


Councilor Arthur
Mansa; one of the architects behind the "compromises" that led to the
Demilitarization policies at the end of the Akjer incident. He had a heavily
weathered light brown face, very wrinkled, almost sagging, with an
incongruously built, powerful figure, large shoulders, and thick arms over the
desk. A thick gray beard obscured his lips, and thick, frizzy
hair ringed his bald scalp. His heavy brows obscured his eyes as he bowed
his head.


"Hujambo, Colonel."
He spoke in a strong voice. "My son and I wanted to meet you."


Over the
corner of the desk the younger man stretched a hand. Madiha shook with
him.


"Governor
Aksara Mansa." He said.


It was
clear, however, that this was not the man Madiha had to pay attention to.
Everything about this contrivance indicated that the high councilor from
Solstice was the one in charge here at the moment. Madiha knew little about
Tambwean politics, but those optics certainly seemed worth criticizing.
Nevertheless, she held her tongue for the moment.


Mansa eyed
her, perhaps wary, perhaps interested. Madiha couldn't read him.


At least,
not without doing things that she wanted to refrain from.


"My
son requested my aid, to help organize the Dominance in this time of turmoil."
Mansa said. "Our family has deep roots in this land. It was the loss of
this city to the KVW during the Civil War that led me to realize that Socialism
was strong in this land, and that I was weak. It was my connection to this land
that led me to help in brokering a deal for the surrender of the White Army and
the end of the Civil War. That happened in a land you have
deep roots in, Colonel; Bada Aso, Adjar. On your homeland, I helped secure my
own homeland."


He talked
too much and said too little. Madiha did not appreciate his little speech.


"I was
in a coma at the time, owing to the reactionary, counterrevolutionary actions
of your white army colleagues." Madiha said. "So I was not a witness
to that moment."


She pushed
back on him. He seemed unfazed. "The White Army were not my colleagues. I
was part of a nationalist front that wanted independence for the people of
Tambwe to choose their system of government. Eventually, I came to realize the
ignorance of my actions. Working together for something new is better than
fighting for the old."


Everyone on
Ayvarta believed or wanted to believe that the Collaborator faction of
councilors that had such deep roots, as Mansa put it, in the lands and systems
prior to the revolution, had been fully integrated into socialism. Madiha was
not so quick to trust. This man was a chameleon. He did not make proposals. He
"brokered deals" with others. He was adept at saying what people
wanted to hear, and spinning it in his favor.


Now he had
the entire Collaborator faction, including all the junior councilors he could
pad his numbers with from the south, firmly wrapped around his fingers. He was
their patriarch. Though he had never pushed to say, repeal
collectivization, or reintroduce profit concepts, Madiha knew that Mansa did
not respect socialism. He saw only the Council, a legislative tool to gain
political support and build himself a party cadre.


An input
through which he could create a desired output, bolstering his prominence.


At her
side, Parinita stood expressionless and motionless. Again she was in front of
politicians, just like the time in Bada Aso. Clearly she was not used to the
attention.


Madiha took
the lead instead. She felt incensed at being in this man's presence and drawn
into his pointless politics. "I would like to know why I have been
summoned. With all due respect, I hope this meeting is important enough to
warrant drawing me away from my troops, who require lodging, food, equipment,
and training to return to fighting form."


She
addressed her concerns not to Councilor Mansa, but to Governor Mansa.


She turned
her head clear away from the High Councilor and turned her entire
attention to his son. He was the Governor, the one who had the authority here
to summon her. Civilian politicians could request consultation from Military
Council personnel, including Madiha, who was now a full KVW Colonel with the
black and gold uniform and its red trim to prove it.


Councilor
Mansa should have deferred to him these executive duties of his office.


Though he
did not avoid her gaze, however, the Governor did not reply.


He never
once even seemed like he would attempt to move or to speak.


His father
took the reins again, seated behind his son's desk.


"Apologies,
Colonel. I understand your concerns and haste. At the moment we are all
buried with work. But we cannot lose sight of what we may gain through careful
cooperation and robust, constant evaluation." Mansa said. He was getting
long-winded. "For my part, I wish to schedule a private meeting with
you as soon as possible in order to discuss the defense of Tambwe in greater
detail. Our forces have a lot to learn from your steadfast defense of Bada Aso.
Governor Mansa has business to attend to, but I will give him the
details--"


"Contact
my secretary for that. I'm going." Madiha said brusquely, cutting Mansa
off.


Without
another word she turned around and walked nonchalantly out of the room.


Surprised,
Parinita stared at the desk, then at the door, and started tottering after.


At the
doorway, Jota almost seemed like he would make to stand in their way.


With a
glance, Madiha turned him aside. He raised his hands and let them go.


Perhaps he
saw the fire burning in her eyes. Perhaps it was her mind that moved him.










Tambwe
Dominance -- Rangda City, 8th Division Garrison


Around the gates
of the Rangda City Garrison several crowds had built up from buses coming to
and from the harbor. Men and women had their papers and remaining possessions
checked by garrison staff, and were then pointed down the long rows of square,
beige barracks buildings. In the distance there were several water towers, an
armory, a large canteen, a health center with showers and medical care, and a
semi-circular metal-roofed warehouse. It was like a small, flat, square town
surrounded by the city and fenced off from the world, and would be home for
over 3000 people for the remainder of the month.


Serving as
the Headquarters of the 8th Ram Rifle Division, during peace time half of
the Division would train and live in the city's garrison. Its other half was
split between various positions outside the city. Owing to war time needs,
almost all of the Division was now farther south, manning defenses outside the
city and beyond. What infrastructure remained behind would be put to use by
Madiha's 1st Askari Motor Rifles Regiment.


Deposited
at the gates by a public vehicle they hailed outside the Council building,
Madiha and Parinita navigated through the crowds, with Kali hanging off the
Colonel's back like a child's school bag. At the gate, she was ushered in
by a guard, who took her aside and led her past all of the lines to a corner of
the base far less lively than the gate road.


Near the
flagpole flying Ayvarta's red and yellow hydra flag, the guard took his leave.
Madiha and Parinita crossed a small park toward a lot that had been mostly
smashed flat. Only foundation outlines remained, like chalk, around a single
unpainted building.


"Oh
my! You're here already! Welcome to your new Headquarters, commander!"


Standing in
the middle of the empty old barracks building, a woman in territorial
army uniform saluted them. She was around their age, and around
Parinita's height, with a very professional appearance. Her dark hair was
tied in a bun, and a pair of thin spectacles were perched on her nose. On her
lips there was a touch of red pigment, and there was a dab of blue around
her eyes. Along with her skirt uniform she wore shiny heel shoes.


She also
had a somewhat visibly protruding belly, though she was slim and fit overall.


Parinita
lit up immediately at her, clapping her hands together with a beaming face.


"Congratulations
to you and the father ma'am!" She said in a saccharine voice.


Across the
room from them, the greeting Staff Sergeant's face darkened.


She
continued to smile sweetly, but Madiha could tell there was a transgression.


"Oh,
you don't need to congratulate that good-for-nothing, dear." She said.


Parinita
frowned and avoided her gaze in shame.


Madiha
produced her thick socialist pamphlet and tapped the spine on Parinita's
head.


"Apologies."
She said. "I'm Colonel Nakar; this is Chief Warrant Officer Maharani. You
must be Staff Sergeant Minardo. We were told you would be here to help us
situate."


"It is
fine, dear. I am indeed Staff Sergeant Logia Minardo. Enchanted to meet
you."


She
stretched out her hand and shook with Madiha. Parinita sulked in the back next
to the lazy Kali, who raised its head her way and gave her an oddly emotive,
skeptical glare.


"Who
assigned you this task, Staff Sergeant?" Madiha asked.


Sgt.
Minardo, hands behind her back, spoke in a concise, clear voice with strong
diction. "I was in the reserve until a few days ago. I was reinstated
under orders from a Councilor. Yuba, I believe? A few other reserve officers
are being called up again."


Madiha felt
a sense of relief. It was not Mansa who had sent her. She was quite wary about
that man now. She knew he had some ulterior motive -- he was losing
support in the government owing to the failures suffered against Nocht.
Unfortunately, until her forces were actually trained and reconstituted into a
fully-equipped Regiment she would have to remain within his gravity. She could
not afford any interruptions to this crucial task.


"Glad
to have you with us, Staff Sergeant. We'll be needing your help." Madiha
replied.


"I am
completely at your disposal, Colonel." Minardo said. "I got some
of the privates to clean out this building for you. I'll be supervising its
furnishing over the next few days, with a break on the festival of course. I've
also reserved a pair of rooms for you two."


The Staff
Sergeant withdrew from her pocket two housing cards and handed them to the
Colonel. They had room numbers, belonging to an apartment complex. There were
no names on the cards. Both of the rooms seemed to be in the same building, but
in different floors. Madiha handed one card to Parinita and kept the other for
herself.


Though
empty of its bunks and lockers, the old barracks building had the makings of a
good office. It was a square unit, unlike the newer, longer than wide, barracks
along the gate road. There were several glass windows for natural
lighting, and an old cooling unit kept the room breezy and dry, at the cost of
a bit of noise from its engine. There was electricity to the building, judging
by the light bulbs on the roof, and enough space for desks, tables and radios.
A telephone line would be wonderful; Madiha made a mental note.


"You
two just got off the boat, right? I think you should call it a day."
Minardo said.


"Oh,
no, I am feeling quite alright." Parinita replied quickly.


Minardo
gave her a bit of a cold shoulder and awaited Madiha's response instead.


For her
part, Madiha did feel tired inside. Though she walked and talked with the full
presence of her mind, she felt as though she had not actually slept in weeks. Coming
here and being stricken again with the enormity of everything; the meeting with
Mansa, too, had lit a fire in her chest that seemed to have burned through some
of her stamina.


"My
secretary and I are in agreement. We can still work." Madiha said. Her
mind and her tongue seemed disconnected in an entirely different way than she
was used to.


"I
suppose we can all wait for those radios to come together." Minardo said.


"Craaaaawk."


At the back
of the room, Kali clung from a window by its tail and made a nuisance of
itself, swinging around, flapping its wings, making noise. It sounded rather
pitiable.


Madiha,
however, was not about to play with it. She had better things to do.










Night was
quickly falling on Rangda. Electric bulbs on the water towers and barracks
buildings started lighting up in response to the fading sunlight. Everyone at
the gates had been processed and handed soldier's cards to use within Rangda,
along with an extra slip of gold paper that many of them had never laid eyes on
before. Fresh uniforms were distributed, and hot meals served. Barracks bunks
soon started filling up.


Outside the
old barracks, Madiha threw a stick across empty lots and the flag park.


"Aiming"
to hit the fence, she managed to chuck the stick precisely that far.


Kali took
to the air, jumping past Madiha and thrusting forward mid-flight.


It seized
the stick out of the air, hit the fence, jumped back, and glided back to her.


"Good."
Madiha said simply.


Kali stared
at her with its head raised, and its eyes blinking, as if waiting for
something.


Madiha
clapped her hands slowly response.


It did not
seem satisfied by this form of praise, and continued to stare.


"Stick
again?" Madiha asked.


She threw
the stick.


Kali did
not move this time. It merely stared at her.


Madiha gave
up on the game and walked back inside the barracks building.


Kali did
not followed and continued to stare.


Inside the
building, Minardo and Parinita seemed to have made up quite quickly. They were
giggling and talking like bosom friends. The Staff Sergeant lifted her shirt to
expose her belly and Parinita put her head against it gently, listening against
her flesh while Minardo sat back on an old desk and smiled. Madiha
wondered if they could really hear anything at this point in the pregnancy. But
she didn't know much about babies; human or animal.


Focusing on
more important matters, Madiha asked, "Where are the men with the
radios?"


Parinita
and Minardo both shrugged without shifting in position at all.


Suddenly,
Minardo gasped a little; Parinita's lips drew into a wide, beaming grin.


"I
think I heard it! I heard the baby! It's right in there!" Parinita said.


Minardo
smiled at her curiosity, like a mother to a child.


Madiha
rubbed her own forehead and looked outside the door.


No delivery
men; just Kali in the middle of the park. It had turned its head to stare at
her through the open door to the barracks building. Sitting by itself, it
waited expectantly.


Its stiff
posture and demanding gaze were quite unsettling.


"Parinita,
it won't chase the stick again. I feel like it is judging me." Madiha
said.


"Did
you pat its head?" Parinita said, stroking Minardo's stomach.


"What
for?" Madiha asked.


Eventually
everyone gave up on getting any work done. Without any equipment, all they
could do was stand around an empty building. Parinita and Madiha waved
farewells to Logia Minardo, who promised she would have car for their personal
use come tomorrow. For the moment, the two officers walked out of the garrison,
hailed a public car around the corner and showed their housing cards. Their
driver knew the building quite well.


More
importantly, he did not mind a little monster going crawk
crawk in his car.


After a
short drive, they arrived at their destination. Had they known the distance, it
would have been easier to simply walk there. Only a few blocks from the
garrison and just off Ocean Road, there was a four-story apartment building
wedged between a Union office for construction workers and a large, high
capacity Civil Canteen. Their temporary home had a rustic appearance,
square and primarily constructed of warm-red bricks, unpainted.


Madiha and
Parinita thanked the driver. Some of Kali's colorful down remained in his
seats.


Beyond the
front door the two turned in their cards at the front desk, and an older man
gave each of them their keys and told them their floors Madiha saw
Parinita off at the staircase. She had the top floor, while Madiha would
sleep in a ground floor room.


"Quite
a day, huh?" Parinita said.


To Madiha,
it still felt surreal.


Not even
because of Kali, or Mansa, or Minardo, or the task ahead of them.


It felt
surreal not to be in Bada Aso. Not to be fighting. There were no bombs falling
on Rangda, no rifles snapping a dozen a second in the distance. No tank tracks,
no artillery. There was no smoke. She smelled brick and old paint and the musty
air of a long lived-in place. There was such an absence of sound she heard a
mild tinnitus in her ears.


Madiha
Nakar had survived Bada Aso. She had a life beyond that now.


She had to
think about what Madiha Nakar would do beyond that now.


Who she
would be, beyond all of that, now. Bada Aso was in the past.


It was in
the past several times over. Imperial
past, interwar past, and now war past.


Nothing
could be more surreal than finally moving beyond that border in the south. It
made the days feel like seconds. It made every event seem strikingly ordinary,
peaceful.


She knew
this would not last forever; she suddenly felt like treasuring these days.


Working up
a smile, Madiha plucked Kali from her back and held it out.


"Do
you want it? I'd give it to you." She asked Parinita.


Parinita
stared at Kali and Kali half-closed its eyes in disdain.


"I
don't think it likes me very much." She said.


Madiha
sighed. "Hopefully we can share custody someday."


Parinita
stroked Madiha's cheek. "Someday. Until then, be a good dragon mom."


"It
hasn't eaten anything all day except the rat, I think."


"It'll
find more rats, probably."


Madiha
nodded. "Good night Parinita. See you tomorrow."


"Good night
Madiha. Get some sleep!"


They parted
ways. Madiha watched the flash of strawberry in her wake as Parinita climbed
the stairs, skipping girlishly up each step, humming something soft as she
went.


Madiha
turned around from the stairs and found her door close to the building's tiny
lobby. She had a bed, a set of drawers, a wooden lap desk so she could
write from her bed if she desired, and a closet for all those clothes she did
not own. Unbuttoning her tunic, Madiha approached her window, undid a pair of
catches, and pushed it up.


She took
Kali from her back once more and deposited it on her window.


She petted
its head. Its body rolled fluidly with the movement of her hand.


"Catch
rats, or do what it is you do. I don't mind it." Madiha said. "But I
want to see you at this window tomorrow, okay? Do you understand that order,
little private?"


Kali nodded
its head and leaped out of the window.


Watching it
glide off into the night, Madiha did indeed hope it understood to come back.


Parinita
would likely be devastated if the strange little beast did not return.


Madiha
might have been, too.


 




 


 


































37. The 1st
Regimental Headquarters


 


45th of the Aster's Gloom
2030 D.C.E


Tambwe
Dominance -- Rangda City, Red Banner Apartments


Madiha woke
in the middle of the night in a bleary, dream-like haze where every angle
became soft and everything except the edges of her vision was a rolling blur.
Her shirt clung to her back and breast, cold and wet with a midnight
sweat, and she felt a terrible headache and stomachache, borne of stress and
lack of restful sleep. When she moved her fingers, hands, feet, they felt too
heavy and too limp, alternating at a moment's notice.


She heard
something heavy hit the windowsill and it reverberated in her skull.


Alarmed,
Madiha stumbled upright, and nearly hit her set of drawers as she made
toward the open window. Her vision warped, tilted, came in and out, until it
settled.


Framed in
the moonlight, Kali stood guard at the windowsill, growling softly.


Half-closing
her eyes, squinting to see, Madiha approached. Holding herself up by the
curtains, she leaned half out of the window and scanned the street and the
road.


Her eyes
were aimless at first, but were then drawn in by the mask.


Across the
street, the standing thing was shorter than an adult human.


It wore a
fully white mask, featureless save for an inset gold face the size of a
nose.


This small
face on the mask had its own dull impression of a nose and tiny slitted eyes
that moved haphazardly around like spinning billiard balls when stricken by the
cue.


When they
stopped moving they focused on her briefly. She felt their weight even from
this far. Then they would roll again like a slot machine, moving inside and out
of their sockets.


Everything of
the creature's face was obscured by the mask saved for a red chin and mouth,
lips broken, a faint impression of white teeth. Around the edges of the mask
was the black line formed by a thick hood that covered the being's entire body
save for its five long, dangling limbs that would occasionally thrash and dance
like flailing noodles.


Nothing of
the creature was congruous -- every limb a different size, one shoulder lower
than the other, one leg taller, and its visible mouth slanted to one side.


"Majini."
Madiha whispered to herself.


Her drawing
of breath alerted the creature. Under its hood its thick legs stirred. It
turned from the street to the window, and the little gold face on its
white mask sniffed the air.


Jagged
teeth burst through from between the creature's lips in every direction.


Madiha's
recently recovered life flashed in her mind.


She felt
those arms closing around her neck, a little neck, a child's neck.


She felt
the kicking and screaming, and the crunching of the mask as a brick struck the face
in the middle and drew copious, filthy-smelling blood and shrieking screams.


"I
killed you all." Madiha's jaw quivered. "I thought--"


A
click-clacking, gurgling scream interrupted her.


Red spittle
flew from the creature's gnashing jaws. Hands flailing as if pulling on
the air, the monsters twitched from one place to the next, hurtling toward the
window. It moved like a cheetah on a full sprint, but it accelerated to a
charge from a standing position in a second flat, and in an instant it tumbled
from the street over the flower beds flanking the steps to the apartment
building's stairs, and slammed a pair of fists into the brick.


Its neck
cracked as it craned its head to stare at the window.


Around the
edges of its lips the teeth turned as if spinning on a wheel.


Madiha
reached into her undershirt instinctively, but it was not her tunic, it did not
have her holster. All of that was back at the foot of her bed, discarded. She
drew back.


Raising a
hand to her temple, she drew on the fire, the primordial fire.


Her eyes
burnt, and the edges of her sight went red.


Every
second the red was expanding, and smoke covered her vision.


All other
Majini had perished in the heat of this ancient flame.


This one
would join them.


"Kali,
run!" Madiha cried out, her legs buckling as she struggled to kindle
the flame.


Kali did
not retreat as instructed.


It reared
back on the window and drew air into its mouth.


In front of
the window the creature appeared for a split second in mid-leap.


Kali
breathed out the window, launching a blurring cone of barely-visible force.


Madiha
could not hear the sound, but she felt it inside her head and in her gut.


Outside the
window the Majini fell to the ground with a thud and let out its own cry.


At once
Madiha's concentration broke, and the flame she nursed was snuffed out.


Night's
colors returned to her surroundings, and all of the red was gone.


In its
place there was only a sting and a nosebleed.


Madiha
hurried to the window and found the creature's mask shattered into bloody pieces.
Its limbs were snapped and twisted by the strength of Kali's breath, and its
hood caved in at the center. Soon it began to die the Majini's death -- it
disappeared slowly. As the body and cloak melted away like wax and sank through
the earth itself, Madiha saw the impression of a sewn-up face flash briefly
from behind the shards of white porcelain.


It was gone
as if it had never existed.


Madiha
gingerly reached a finger to her blood-soaked upper lip.


The pain of
her own brains burning felt very real, but nothing else did.










A thin
shaft of light expanded across Madiha's window to encompass much of her room as
the apartment bore the full brunt of Rangda's dawn. At pace with the light a
small, dragon-shape shadow extended across the room, the bed, and over Madiha's
face.


Madiha
opened her eyes, facing the ceiling. She turned her head to face the window.


Last night
felt like a dream. Some parts she could confirm, but others were ephemeral.


She touched
her thin nose, and removed a pair of bloody tissue papers from it.


No more
blood drew from her nostrils. And the psychic sting in her brain had passed.


She sighed.
As a child she could throw several flares before feeling anything.


It seemed
she would not have to start over from scratch.


As she sat
up by the side of her bed, eyeing her uniform and hazily piecing back together
her plans for the day, someone knocked on the door twice quickly.


The door
then opened a crack, and Parinita peeked her head in cheerfully.


"I
come bearing gifts!" She shouted, holding a paper bag in her hand.


Seeing
Madiha sweaty and in her underwear, a little gasp escaped her glossy pink lips.


"Sorry!
I shouldn't have barged in. Should I go?"


Madiha
shook her head, gently waving about her black hair, nearer to shoulder
length after almost a month of new growth, and messy from her tumultuous sleep.
She stood up off the bed, leaned back, raised her arms, pushed her chest
forward and let out a yawn. Glistening sweat delineated the lines of lean
muscle on her bare limbs, and trickled down the brown skin of her slim, toned
body. She felt no hint of awkwardness.


"It's
perfectly fine." She said, through a long exhalation. "So long as
it's just you."


Parinita
laughed, delicately covering her mouth with her hand while ogling.


"I
suppose it's alright anyway since we're both girls--"


At the
window, Kali groaned audibly and slammed its tail on the wall.


"Eep!
It still doesn't like me." Parinita moaned, retreating further behind the
door.


Madiha shot
Kali a frowning look.


"It'll
have to warm up to you eventually." She said, in the tone of a
command.


Kali blew a
little air from the nostrils at the edge of its beak.


Madiha
shook her head at it. "Come in Parinita, don't stay by the doorway."


Parinita
nodded. She entered, her hair pulled into a ponytail, wearing a fresh skirt and
dress uniform. A light dusting of cosmetics gave her lightly bronzed skin a bit
of a blush, and the reading spectacles perched on her nose made her look more a
secretary than ever. She wore a skirt uniform and a pair of classy flat shoes
in green to match. Though fairly fit, Parinita was slightly rounder and
softer than Madiha in form, and at least ten centimeters shorter.


Examining
her, Madiha felt a little thrill in her chest. She was always a lovely sight.


Closing the
door behind herself, Parinita tottered up to Madiha, and put her hands on the
woman's head. Madiha felt a cooling touch seep in through her cheeks and
smiled as a wonderful, relaxing feeling spread through her, touching her
strained body and her too-hot heart and head. She locked eyes with her
secretary as the eldritch fires invisibly dispersed.


"You
are far too hot this
morning, Colonel." Parinita said, smiling faintly.


Her hands
were still on Madiha's face. Madiha reached her own hand up to touch hers.


"I'm
still unsure exactly how it happened." Madiha said. It played into the
little entendre Parinita might have been setting up, but it was also true. Her
memory of the past night was a fading blur. She recognized something happened,
but it felt too unreal to be true.


"Just
be careful with it." Parinita said. "I might not always be around
catch sight of it."


"Someday
I'm going to have to interrogate you about that." Madiha said, smiling.


"I owe
you the conversation." Parinita replied. "But we'd need more time
than we have."


Madiha
nodded. Like her, Parinita had her own illogical secrets, and she probably
yearned to share them. Madiha was perhaps the only soul who could relate to the
alien things Parinita must have known. But life always pulled them harshly in
certain directions, and they hadn't yet found enough peace to fully confess to
one another. Each of them held pieces of the other's puzzle; everything was
strewn on the floor without interlocking.


And yet it
felt like both of them could still see a lot of the picture nevertheless.


Their day
would come sooner or later, but Madiha felt that they had an unspoken understanding
on this matter regardless. Each was drawn to the other, sharing a kinship in
and out of battle since the day they were thrust, violently, into each other's
orbit.


It was
rushed, and strange, and perhaps dysfunctional. And yet it felt natural.


Had not Aer
and its Moon been bound together by a cosmic disaster? That was the last
science Madiha read on the subject. The two were inseparable now. It felt quite
right.


Contented, Madiha
replied, "I'm not worried. We'll discuss everything when it's
right."


Parinita
nodded her head, tufts of strawberry hair bouncing just over her forehead.


In a way,
Madiha felt like she already knew everything. Such was their bond now.


After
lingering for several moments, their eyes, so tightly locked before, finally
parted, and they set about preparing for the day. Madiha entered the adjacent
bathroom to wash her face and teeth, and Parinita returned to the door, and
took from a hanger outside the apartment a fresh uniform and a bundle of needed
sundries that had been left for the Colonel, and set it down on the bed
for her. When Madiha returned, she sat at the edge of the bed and set apart all
the layers of her uniform to begin dressing up.


"What's
on the agenda today?" Madiha asked while picking out her socks. She
quickly found that she had been given were women's long stockings, which
she never wore.


Sighing,
she pulled them up along her long legs.


Parinita
giggled at the sight. "Hopefully we can get the headquarters ready by
today, I'm thinking that will take the bulk of the afternoon to do. We also
need to go over our table of organization and draft some simple training
programs our troops can start on soon."


As she
listened, Madiha mechanically donned a white shirt, hastily buttoned the
collar, and started doing her long red tie in a simple knot; seeing this,
Parinita reached suddenly down, pushed her hands aside, and finished tying it
herself. Madiha was surprised.


"I
know how to tie it." She said, as her secretary's skillful hands completed
the knot.


"Think
so? Give it a quick look." Parinita cheekily said.


Madiha
pulled her tie up and stared at the knot. Somehow the red and gold lines of the
tie formed a complicated pattern. Parinita had managed to divide the knot into
neat little quadrants. It was a much more eyecatching knot than anything Madiha
knew how to do.


"Oh ho
ho! You see? It's called a lover's knot, because it's hard to tie it for
yourself."


Parinita
stuck out her chest, satisfied with herself, while Madiha turned a little red.


Once the
Colonel was fully in uniform once more, Parinita combed her hair as best as she
could, and the two of them left the building side by side to get a start
on the day. Parinita handed her some candied fruit and a bread roll from the
bag she had brought into the room, and they ate as they went. A fuller
breakfast could wait. Madiha expected to relocate to the base quickly.
She started thinking about hailing a cab to take them.


Directly
outside, a sleek black soft-top car with its canopy pulled back awaited
them.


Behind the
wheel of the car, reading a newspaper, Logia Minardo leaned back on the chair.
Her uniform looked as crisp as ever, and her cheeks and lips were
delicately touched with pigments, but her hair wasn't collected into a bun. It
hung down to her shoulders, a little messy, looking recently
wet. Perched on her nose were a pair of shaded glasses.


The Staff
Sergeant had a pen and paper in hand and was plotting out the daily
crossword puzzle on the driver's seat. When the door to the apartments opened
and shut, Minardo turned her head, spotted her superiors, and waved her
pen to greet them.


She pointed
at the newspaper.


"Do
either of you know an eight-letter word for 'used to make instrument
strings?'"


Madiha
blinked hard at her, still bewildered by the vehicle, while Parinita smiled.


"Drakegut!"
Parinita cheerfully replied, after less than a second's hesitation.


At the open
window to Madiha's room, Kali shuddered violently and bowed its head.


Minardo
looked down at the paper, counted the spaces, and wrote it down.


"Perfect!
As a token of my gratitude, you get a free ride." She said, winking.


Madiha tipped
her head with confusion. She still could not place the car. Her companion was
much more energized by the prospect. Cheering, Parinita took Madiha by the hand
and led her to the vehicle, pushing her into the back seat and making a big
show of sitting near her.


"We
have our own chauffeur Madiha!" She
chirped. "Now we're VIPs!"


Instead of
metal seats like the scout cars, this civilian model car had plush wool-stuffed
seats. The back seat was especially bouncy and comfortable, with a tall,
rounded backrest. A roomy interior accommodated the two passengers well, with
sizable legroom. Even the floor was snazzy, softly carpeted in a gray color
that complimented the shiny black exterior.


All of this
was posh, but the most stunning piece on the car was the dashboard radio.


It was set
into the middle of the car's front, extending the instruments panel.


Separating
the driver's and the front passengers' legroom was the radio's thick box, with
a printed meter and needle in a white plate on the front. A piece of paper
taped to the dashboard contained a list of civilian frequencies, scribbled in
Minardo's compact and neat writing. Aware of everyone's attention on this item,
Minardo turned it up. Immediately a steady drum beat,
energetic shakers and quick strings played from the large
speakers.


"Wonderful,
isn't it? Very dancey!" Minardo shouted over the radio.


Parinita's
face lit up, and she clapped her hands and nodded along to the music.


"Minardo, where did you get this? How did
you get this?" Madiha snapped.


Unconcerned,
Minardo turned down the volume on the radio, until the drums became background
noise, "It's a M.A.W. Bijali 2030! It's brand new, fresh out of the
depots."


She sounded
quite excited, but this information only made everything more puzzling.


"That
does not answer my question at all!" Madiha replied.


On the
rear-view mirror, Minardo winked again. "To some people, I'm a VIP,
Colonel."


"Neither
does that! What do you even mean?" Madiha demanded.


In lieu of
an answer, Minardo hit the clutch, pulled the stick back, and started to
gently slide out from the side of the street and onto the road. She crept
little by little onto the asphalt and then corrected the nose of the car, and
with the gentlest little step on the acceleration pedal, she started them
forward at about fifteen kilometers per hour.


There were
no other vehicles in the immediate vicinity, and few people on the streets.


Structures
and pedestrians scrolled leisurely by as the car inched forward.


"Just
relax, Colonel! You're looking too high strung this morning!" Minardo
said.


Madiha let
go of a deep breath and dropped against the seat, defeated.


There was a
bump behind them. Kali dropped onto the back of the car and laid on the
rolled back canvas frame of the vehicle's soft canopy. It yawned and purred at
them.


"It
better not scratch the paint!" Minardo cried out.


Kali
growled lightly and made a show of retracting its claws.


Madiha said
nothing.


After several
minutes, Minardo finally shifted to second gear, and accelerated to a
relaxing thirty kilometers per hour. They did not go the direct route to
the base. Instead, Minardo seemed to delight in taking them for a very
leisurely little stroll around the corner from the apartment and farther north
into the urban heart of Rangda.


It felt
more like riding a horse-drawn carriage than a brand new car.


"Don't
just stare ahead!" She instructed. "Give your necks some exercise!
Rangda has a lot of scenery. Our ratty old base won't go anywhere.
Try to enjoy the town for a bit!"


Madiha
grumbled inaudibly, annoyed at the distraction. She turned her head away.


On the
adjacent street, a teenage girl, perhaps training for a dash, bolted past their
car.


"Minardo,
you could stand to go a little faster." Parinita said, her enthusiasm
deflated.


Up front,
their driver adjusted her rearview mirror so she could see them and scowl.


"Why,
I never! I'm with child! If I have an accident, what would become of my
baby?"


Parinita
looked puzzled, but she kept quiet, perhaps seeing as how she had already
stepped on her own tongue around Minardo once before on this very subject.
 She sighed.


"Well,
there are better services for orphans now than ever in Ayvarta's history."


Madiha
spoke up nonchalantly, holding her head up with a fist against her cheek and an
elbow on the car door, staring at the street. She thought she sounded perfectly
logical, but from the startled way that Parinita turned to stare at her, she
surmised she had done wrong.


Minardo
practically growled. "There wouldn't be an orphan born at all if I was
hurt badly!"


"Oh."
Madiha said. Somehow those dots had not connected fully for her before.


From her
tunic, Parinita withdrew an army code booklet and tapped Madiha in the head with
the book's spine. Madiha took her scolding with as much dignity as she could
muster.


 


45-AG-30 Rangda City, Upper
Rangda


Unlike Bada Aso, the architecture of Rangda
was much less mismatched.


All of the
buildings had similar, utilitarian designs. Hard, uncomplicated angular
shapes defined the basic design of the structures, and the skyline was fairly
flat and open. Stucco-covered facades hid what was likely simple masonry. There
were a few simple balconies, some suggestions of flat exterior columns, and the
Civil Canteen near the apartment was a hexagonal building, the most complicated
design seen during their unhurried joyride.


Every
structure had a flourish of lived-in style, however. People made up for
architecture. Different paint patterns, flower beds on the windows, posters on
the walls and on the scant utility poles, personal gardens astride the front
steps, clothes hanging on lines -- Rangda looked very alive, as if the stark
mass constructed geometric buildings were a canvas upon which the inhabitants
could paint as they desired. It was organic in its own way.


Minardo
started to play the role of tour guide as they delved deeper into the city.


However,
they soon found out she made a rather morbid one.


"See
all of this? We're all probably older than these buildings. Rangda was almost
completely destroyed in the Ayvartan Civil War, and rebuilt after. It wasn't
the first city in history to be concertedly bombed from the air, but it was one of the first." Minardo said, as
if it was a fun fact delivered to a tourist. "Most of Rangda was gobbled
up in a massive blaze."


Parinita
winced a little, staring at the buildings around her with new eyes.


Madiha was
untouched by the old trauma, and instead focused on her own interests.


"The
actual first city to be strategically bombed from the air was Yakow in
Lachy. It was bombed by the Nocht Federation in the Unification War, using
three Zeppelins. Yakow had no defenses, so even an ineffective bombing was
horrific to the population." Madiha said, perhaps too nonchalantly. These
were all just facts to her; things written in a history book.


Thankfully
she was in a setting that was not openly judgmental to her for her tone.
Minardo just whistled as if she'd learned something interesting, and Parinita
smiled quietly.


"Have
you lived here long, Minardo? Did you see that bombing in the war?"
Parinita asked.


"No,
actually. I've only been here for six years." Minardo said. She
looked briefly at them using the rear-view mirror, but kept her eyes mostly on
the road ahead, though there were almost no vehicles around. There were a few
cars and trucks parked in certain places, and they passed a couple of buses,
but they had the blacktop almost all to themselves.


"I was
a war orphan in Solstice." Minardo continued. "My family were killed
in the fighting. They were tax bureaucrats for the imperial ministry. I don't
remember what happened there exactly. After the war was over, I grew up in a
socialist boarding school. I never had any interest in labor or academics, so I
just joined the army. One thing led to another."


Minardo
spoke of these hurtful events again as curiosities. Her tone did not unsettle
Madiha, who spoke about similar things similarly, but it did set her into
contemplation. She nodded quietly as she thought of her own role in those
events. Her heart beat a little faster.


Parinita
whistled. "My grandmother told me my mom and I were around Solstice when
the civil war started, but I honestly don't remember a thing about it myself. I
was too little."


"Interesting!
And of course I know the Colonel was involved as well; our big hero here!"


Minardo
smiled at Madiha in the mirror. She sounded perfectly genuine in her
cheer.


Others had
called her a hero before, and it sent Madiha into depression then. Now it
merely set her heart to beating even faster than before, and caused her to turn
demure.


She still
felt more than a little offput, being called a hero. But she would not object
to it.


"Up
until a while ago, I couldn't remember anything about it either." Madiha
replied sheepishly. It was rare to be in a car full of people touched by the
same event. A dark cloud loomed over Madiha with regards to this subject,
because all of their suffering was caused by something she began. She felt
slightly shocked that Parinita was involved in that too.


Madiha had
once thought that her missing memories of those chaotic events were a shameful
and rare thing, like a black spot on her soul. And yet, Minardo and Parinita
did not remember either. So far as Madiha knew, Parinita never seemed concerned
about this. She had never even brought it up before. They were talking about it
casually now.


For a long
time, Madiha had blamed herself for every hint of suffering that the revolution
in Solstice had caused. It was eerie to see comrades who left that suffering
firmly in their past.


Eerie; but
somewhat reassuring. Nobody was going to judge her for these old sins.


She
supposed all of them were children of the revolution in one way or another.


"At
any rate, what's past is past. Looking to the future: are you two going to the
festival?"


Minardo
smiled at them expectantly on the rear-view mirror. Parinita tipped her head.


"Do we
have time to go? We're supposed to organize some training." She asked.


"Everyone
goes! It's very cultural, you know? People need culture!" Minardo replied.


Parinita
whistled, and looked to Madiha for her own answer.


"We've
got work to do; I'm not so sure about this." Madiha said sternly.


Minardo
looked at her with an expression of concern. "You two really ought to
go!"


"What's
the festival supposed to be like?" Parinita asked.


"It's
very beautiful!" Minardo said. Stars seemed to shine in her eyes as she
painted her picture of the scene. "There's all kinds of artisans and
events, and Ocean Road is closed to car traffic during it except for a few
parade vehicles, so you can walk up and down and really get a feel for the
place! It's big and bright! Plus you can bring your sweet with you and hold
hands under the last warm moon! You can take it easy, buy your partner some
co-op goods, and share a kiss beneath the banners! It's a very romantic
atmosphere!"


Madiha felt
her heart bump a little at the word 'romantic'. She made a bashful expression
without meaning to, and averted her eyes from Minardo's mirror and from
Parinita.


"Sounds
fun!" Parinita said, clapping her hands together and beaming brightly.


Something
about this whole conversation chafed badly for Madiha. She felt an urge to
respond and to set everyone's priorities straight; in part to refocus her
own thoughts.


"We
cannot have fun with Nocht smashing down our doors." She said
brusquely.


That was
perhaps an exaggeration; but it was one of those times when Madiha's voice had
said different things in her mind than what ended up on her tongue. She
regretted giving such an ultimatum almost immediately, but she did not retract
it. Parinita looked a little downcast; Minardo stared at her pointedly
through the medium of the rearview mirror.


"Colonel,
you're being unreasonable! Here, let me see if this changes your mind."


At the end of
the residential areas Minardo turned a corner and drove a few blocks back down
to the broad and colorful Ocean Road, waiting for a trolley to pass before
heading back in the direction of the base. One could not escape the
festival banners hung everywhere. There were moon sigils stamped on every
conceivable surface, and colorful characters on storefronts and posters
urged passersby to turn up on the 48th to acquire cheap goods, watch
performances by local celebrities, and have fun on Ocean Road.


"Look
at how much effort is going into this!" Minardo said. "Every year,
Colonel, Rangda holds this festival on the last full moon before the
winter winds come down from the frosty peaks of the Kucha. Everyone gets one
final tropical day to relax and have fun!"


Madiha
averted her eyes from the rearview mirror. She still thought she should get to
work immediately. But the vehemence with which she could argue for this was
flagging. Her own heart was tugging her in a particular direction; seeing
Parinita's enthusiasm, and hearing Minardo's pointed arguments, had quite worn
down Madiha's mental defenses.


"Colonel,
even in all of the bleakness around us, people need color and light to
live!"


"I
will admit that you have a point." Madiha whimpered, her voice barely
audible.


Whether or
not Minardo heard her, she put on a self-satisfied little grin all the same.


"We
definitely need to work, but you two just got back from a war zone! You need
some R&R, Colonel. No human can go on and on without a little change of
pace!" Minardo said. "I saw you both yesterday, you're two bad
bundles of nerves. You need to loosen up."


Thinking
back on the day before, Minardo was a lot more collected when they first met.
Madiha would not have thought her personality to be this fiery and candid. For
today she had indeed become quite undone -- loose, one could say. Madiha
supposed this was all contrived. She dropped the professional act because
of her concerns for them.


It was nosy
of her, but perhaps there was a kind and earnest rationale behind it.


"I'll
think about it." Madiha finally said. Minardo smiled and started to
whistle a little tune.


They
continued to drive down Ocean Road, slow enough now to take in the sights.


Most of the
sights were colorful storefronts advertising numerous consumer goods.


All along
ocean road there were many different shops. There was a couture shop that
reminded Madiha of an old hideout of hers during her childhood in Bada Aso,
with a special on bright red and gold bridal lehenga garments; a cobbler's place
shortly after took advantage of the sale upstreet and boasted reduced prices on
ornate women's pumps.


There was a
sporting and hobbies club along the way that traded in a variety of
things, from locally produced mountaineering equipment to models of trains
and militaria. A Local food co-op sold excess produce that collective farms
were allowed to set aside for private sale at specific prices; meanwhile the
state shop boasted of a once-in-a-lifetime sale on Television sets, for only
2000 shells, ready to watch the two channels broadcast in Rangda.


"There's
a lot of stuff for sale around here, huh." Parinita said, staring at the
storefronts.


"Prices
for controlled goods tend to go down during festivals." Minardo said.


"Huh.
It's been a long time since I've had to think about shells." Parinita
replied.


"Feel
broke now? You should've seen the price lists for the week of the 21st, when
Tambwe finally caught on to the war. It was ridiculous." Minardo
said. "I can probably buy a pair of those ruby red pumps on the window
there now that they're not priced at 500 shells!"


"I
haven't actually been paid in a while. Not that I'm complaining." Parinita
said.


"I'm
sure there's a big fat bank note coming in the mail soon, dear. Once the mail
catches up to your location. It's been a chaotic month, after all."
Minardo said.


Nevertheless,
regardless of war and price controls the festival went on as usual.


To most of
these people, the politics behind their lives were largely invisible; they had
food, and a roof over their head, and good enough clothes to work and go about
their business. They could go to theaters or join hobby clubs for free, or
cheap enough to almost be free. An inability to buy chocolates or model trains
usually didn't bother them.


After all,
a pair of fancy pumps had also been quite expensive under the Empire.


"You
don't need money to go to the festival though!" Minardo added, grinning.


Neither
Parinita nor Madiha had a comment. Both of them seemed quite suddenly struck by
the fact that they were indeed quite broke here, despite commanding a military
salary.


Minardo
sighed. "You two are depressing. You remind me of my old CO, in a bad
way."


 


45-AG-30 Rangda City, 8th
Division Garrison


Around nine o' clock the shiny black Bijali
strolled through the gate to the 8th Division garrison and wound its way around
the barracks and toward the flag park at a speed of
fifteen kilometers per hour. A group of soldiers on a morning run waved at
the officers as they passed the car along the dusty base roads. Minardo smiled
and waved back.


Parinita
nodded off against Madiha's shoulder. Once they arrived at their destination,
a honk of the horn startled her awake, and a cheeky Minardo put on the
parking brake. They stopped between a pair of yellow lines hastily painted
beside the headquarters.


Outside of
their new building, a small pile of items had been left on the grass with
a note that read "IOU." Madiha had no idea what that could refer to.
She surveyed the items: three desks, a few tables, several chairs, and piled
atop the furniture were sundries like paper, ink fountains, pens,
handkerchiefs, curtains, cleaning products, all in a big stack.


Kali
climbed on top of the nearest desk and curled itself up into a ball.


"Guess
we're not starting work today either, huh." Parinita said, rubbing her
forehead.


Minardo
groaned. "Not even a measly typewriter. What the hell is going on around
here?"


"When
did you put in the orders for our equipment?" Madiha asked.


"A day
before you arrived. I'm very sorry about this, Colonel." Minardo said.


"It's
not your fault." Madiha said.


"Unless
they're completely out of equipment, two days should have been enough to get us
equipment." Parinita said. "Even had they run out of everything we
need, it doesn't take that long to put together local product from state goods
or co-op stocks if needed."


As she
searched around Madiha took note of one important item
sorely missing: a radio. And not just any radio. They needed a high power
military radio -- the one in the car could only pick up local music. Even one
measly piece of military-grade communications equipment with some level of
range would allow them to set things properly into motion, to procure supplies
accurately and directly, to contact other units, to tune into army frequencies
or contact army staffers and discover what was happening along the front lines.


Radio was
the nerve endings that brought the sensation of war to their brains.


Without
radio or a telephone a headquarters was a mere formality. Just people sitting
around counting imaginary beans without having a single growing plant in their
garden.


That did
not mean the items they did get were useless. They still had work to do.


Sighing
internally, Madiha picked up a chair in each hand and started walking into the
headquarters building. She set the furniture down on the landing, unlocked the
door, and pushed the chairs into a corner of the room. Doubling back outside,
she found her subordinates staring at her. She stared back, wondering what they
were waiting for.


"The
sooner we get this furniture in, the sooner we can go look for a radio."
Madiha said.


Parinita
blinked, and picked up a chair herself, and held it in the air as though
awaiting explicit orders to bring it inside. Madiha nodded to her, and she started
toward the building.


"Minardo,
you take it easy." Madiha said, watching the pregnant woman moving to
work.


"No!
It is fine, I can handle this--"


Minardo
bent slightly forward, but then quickly shifted from trying to pick up a chair
to picking up the basket of cleaning products. Bottles of soap, towels,
disinfectants, and perfuming products weighed much less than the furniture, and
Minardo carried them happily into the headquarters, periodically rubbing her
back and belly as she went.


Once the
chairs and tables had been ferried inside, the trio stared at the wooden desks
as if hoping they would grow legs and walk into the building by themselves.
They were fairly big desks, of a common, thick, boxy design with drawers. They
would be difficult to move. Madiha, being the strongest, lifted her side with
some ease. Minardo stepped quickly aside; nobody entertained the notion of
making the pregnant woman lift anything.


Parinita
glared unhappily at the desk, and positioned herself across from Madiha.


"On my
count, we lift." Madiha said. Her secretary nodded her head obediently.


She
counted, and made an effort to lift the heavy desk with her hands. Madiha got
it off the ground; Parinita's arms and legs buckled instantly and she fell over
the desktop.


"I
can't do it!" She cried out, wiggling helplessly with her arms wrapped
around the desk.


"Just
get it a little off the ground and let Madiha take it in strides." Minardo
suggested.


"I can
try to drag it in by myself." Madiha said, breathing a little harshly from
the attempt.


Parinita
looked up at her with sudden determination. "No! I'll-- I'll help! I'm
here for you!"


Her tone of
voice had gotten so intense that Minardo got a strange look in her eyes.


Madiha
nodded her head. "We'll try again. On my count, lift it up as much as you
can."


Again
Madiha counted down, and again she lifted the desk. She watched her partner.


Gritting
her teeth, her whole body shaking from the effort, Parinita managed to lift the
desk a centimeter off the earth and hold it in the air, arms and legs shaking
wildly.


Madiha
started to move. While they struggled to get the desk off the grass and dust,
Minardo waved her arms like a conductor, gesturing this way and that until
Parinita started yelling at her. Madiha made haste after that, and soon
half-dragging and half-lifting, the pair managed to maneuver the first
desk through the door and out of the way.


It became
quickly clear, however, that there were two more of them to move. Rubbing on
her arms, breathing heavily, sweat dribbling down the bridge of her nose and
her cheeks, Parinita stared at the objects like they were hungry beasts, and
gave them some distance. Madiha was starting to feel a little wear on her own
arms -- though she thought herself pretty fit, it had been a long time since
she had to do any manual labor.


"Good
job!" Minardo cheered, giving both of them a big thumbs up and a winking
eye.


Parinita
shot her a glare and gritted teeth in return, and she turned away from them.


For a
moment they stood around the remaining desks. Kali started to prance around on
top of one, as if all of this attention was meant for it, but the headquarters
crew looked past the little dragon and continued to stare at the wooden desks.
Trepidation quickly became infectious. Even Madiha was contemplating leaving
the desks outside for now.


As the
Colonel's staff started to sink into despair, a pair of rejuvenating
voices called.


"Commander!
Good morning, good morning!"


Crossing
the flag green, two young women in uniform dashed toward the
headquarters, one waving and jumping with cheer, the other falling quickly
behind and giving a very inexpressive response. Heading the charge was Corporal
Gulab Kajari, a somewhat short young woman with honey brown skin and a gentle
face, her long braided tail trailing behind her as she ran. Though she had
seemed skinny when Madiha first saw her, the fighting seemed to have toughened
her up a little. She looked leaner, better toned.


Trailing
behind Corporal Kajari was Sergeant Charvi Chadgura, a slightly taller and
bigger woman whose most eye-catching feature was her silver-white head of hair.
It formed an interesting contrast with her dark skin. Stone-faced, she jogged
inanimately several steps behind the veritable blur that Corporal Kajari had
become in relation to her. This odd pair crossed the park, passed through the
empty lots, reached the officers and stopped for a quick breath, nearly
doubling over. They then composed themselves and saluted.


"Ma'am,
we were getting acquainted with the base, when we saw you starting to move
things in! We thought you could use some strong hands to help out!"
Kajari said.


"We
are at your disposal." Chadgura added, her tone of voice low
and flat.


Before
Madiha could accept or decline the offer from the two officers, Parinita looked
from the desks on the grass and back to the arrivals, and a gargantuan smile
stretched cheek to cheek across her face. Eyes twinkling, Parinita sweetly
glided over to the two, and threw her arms around them, spontaneously jumping
and dancing with them. She rubbed her face between their shoulders, and almost
seemed like she would weep.


"Thank
you! Thank you! Thank you! Thank you!" She started to screech.


Chadgura
stood stone still, slowly raising slightly shaking hands and clapping with
them.


Kajari patted
Parinita and Chadgura both in the back and averted her eyes.


Madiha and
Minardo eventually pulled the aggressively thankful secretary away and
stood aside to watch their younger, perhaps fitter subordinates tackle the
dreaded desks. Kajari and Chadgura approached the desks, sizing up their
opponents. Kajari cracked her knuckles and stretched her fingers, grinning as
if she was about to enter a boxing ring as a confident champion. Chadgura stood
with her arms limp and a dead stare.


Kajari eyed
her partner with confusion. "Are you nervous? Something wrong?"


"I
don't know if I can even lift." Chadgura replied, still staring at
the desks.


After a
brief moment of silence, they stood on opposite ends of a desk and got to work.










Inside the
headquarters, two desks were arranged on the left side of the room for
Parinita and Minardo to use, while Madiha's desk had been set near the back of
the building. Tables on the right side of the room would hold their equipment,
when it became available, and a chair had been arranged for every piece of
furniture. They had curtains, tablecloths, and had stocked every desk with
paper, ink, pens, staplers, and other necessities.


Though it
was not yet much of a headquarters, their little square home at the end of
the flag park was at least more of an office now than it was an empty,
abandoned lot.


Outside the
headquarters, Corporal Kajari and Sergeant Chadgura lay on the grass, their
arms and legs stretched out, staring quietly skyward, sapped of their youthful
vigor. They gasped for air, rivulets of sweat trailing down their faces and
soaking their clothes. Neither of them said a word, though Chadgura's lips were
moving as if mumbling.


Kali lay
between them, quietly purring as it took a mid-morning rest.


As she
walked past the morning's heroines, Madiha thanked the two of them.


Parinita waved
goodbye, seated beside the collapsed soldiers, fanning them.


Accompanied
by Minardo, Madiha was headed deeper into the base to look for that most
essential item that they needed before their building could be called a
headquarters. The Garrison was like its own developed neighborhood within
Rangda, and she was sure that if she looked around enough she could find a
spare radio to take with her.


Minardo led
her around with a smile on her face and a spring in her step, pointing out
every amenity that the soldiers had at their disposal, and explaining the
layout.


Directly
beyond the gates was the barracks area, containing living spaces, the
administration building, water towers, food canteens, showers, indoor training
facilities, and the hospital. Madiha's flag park and its HQ building
straddled a largely empty quadrant of base territory that had been mostly
demolished. With the reduction of Divisions from 20,000 soldiers to 10,000, a
whole chunk of the base was unnecessary. In its place a training field was
meant to be put up, but it was never quite completed. Only a rudimentary track
had been laid.


"At
least we'll be able to use the territory without any fuss then." Madiha
said.


"Exactly!
You can run over those empty lots all you like, Colonel! You can have 3000
trainees all doing jumping jacks at the same time on the empty space."
Minardo said.


Beyond the
barracks area, there was a second fence with its own gate.


This
partition encircled a long area of paved land bisected by a broad
concrete road. Along the road stood a series of shuttered depots and
square, flat-topped rectangular buildings resembling the barracks buildings.
These, Minardo explained, were meant to house officers, mechanics and
quartermasters. In the depots within the same area, the 8th Division's
equipment was kept in storage and sparsely maintained in peace time.


"Why
are they separated like that?" Madiha asked. Back in Adjar there was a
regulation that ammunition could not be stored within 500 meters of a living
space, but other than that there was no similarity. The level of security at
this garrison was almost paranoid.


"There
was a mutiny four years ago." Minardo said.


"A
mutiny? Four years ago?" Madiha's mind ground to a halt.


Minardo
nodded. "A war hero here was indicted in Rangda's Akjer investigations. He
had been found smuggling in Ayvartan exiles from abroad. He would fly them in
covertly through Bakor; back then, we leased and maintained air fields there to
test long distance overseas flights. He confessed that he had friends in the
former Whites and he just wanted them to return to their homelands so they
could live peacefully. He was a naive old fool in that way."


Madiha
could hardly process what she was being told. Bad memories triggered in her
brain.


"He
was taken in." Minardo said, filling in the silence. "His popularity
and service saved him from execution, but he was stripped of his rank and put
under house arrest. However his very arrest triggered riots among his
followers. They took up arms, but they didn't do anything serious, and
eventually he calmed them down. Once everything had passed, the depots
were fenced out from the soldiers to prevent that from happening again."


Madiha
stared at her in disbelief. She had never heard of a mutiny happening anywhere
in the Socialist Dominances of Solstice, though she had to admit it was not
beyond the realm of possibility. Especially in the case Minardo made here.
People followed people and their ideologies, good or bad. They put those people
first. A lot of seemingly good people were revealed to have very dangerous
ideologies during the Akjer Incident.


Certainly
many heroes were found to be warring secretly for the imperial powers during
the Akjer treasons. Madiha knew first-hand. She had investigated and condemned
many.


"Were
you caught up in it?" Madiha asked. Minardo would have been here at that
time.


"My
loyalties were too tightly bound to someone else. But I could understand why
those men and women did what they did. They bound up their identities in a hero
whom they loved and trusted, who had made them what they were. It was hard to
let go of that."


There was a
bad taste in Madiha's mouth now; to think that, had the circumstances been any
different, she might have had to come here and openly fight her own
people. Had things escalated worse, surely Madiha would have heard of an
"incident" in Rangda during the Akjer treason, and surely she would
have been asked to help suppress it. She might have come here, and shot someone
like Minardo. Just tiny drops of ink falling on the pages of history. Change
one word here and there and horrible things could have resulted.


"Hero
worship frightens me." Madiha confessed. Like pressure releasing from a
balloon, the words had come from her as way for the day's anxieties to escape
her chest. Riots started by a war hero; if Madiha made the wrong turn, would
her own "followers" throw away everything just for her? Certainly
they would. They had done so before in a way.


She,
herself, had done so. Daksha, Kimani; she had her own heroes too.


It was
strange and frightening. Would she betray socialism for them?


Minardo
raised her head in respose. "It's only as good as the hero being
worshiped."


Shaking her
head hard to try to clear the sudden fog that she felt, Madiha approached
the second gate. Minardo waved at the gate guard, who watched them stoically as
they stood in front of the barrier. He did not raise his hand to wave back.
Locked inside his post, he undid the mechanical lock on the gate with an
electrical signal, and rolled back the triple-layer chain links topped with
barbed wire that barred entry to the depots and officer quarters.


"Not
too friendly." Madiha said, looking dejectedly back at the guard
post.


Minardo
kept smiling. "He takes his job seriously, I suppose."


"Say,
Minardo; were you part of the 8th Division before joining the reserve?"


Madiha
asked this casually and thoughtlessly in the way they had said many things
casually and thoughtlessly today. However, she could not have foreseen that out
of all the topics they discussed and all the odd things exchanged this one
would be quite dire.


In response
the sergeant's expression darkened. She never seemed to stop smiling, but
the character of her smile now was very different. "Ah, well, I didn't join the Reserve." She
said sweetly. "I was added to the
Reserve, by someone who, indeed, was part of what became the 8th Division.
Someone I trusted, who thought she was looking out for me. "


Madiha
swallowed her words and tried not to make any expression.


"That
doesn't answer your question though, and it's not fair of me to lay on you,
sorry." Minardo said. She looked down at her own feet as they walked, as
if she suddenly could not bear the sight of the surroundings. "I was part
of, like I said, what became the 8th Ram Division.
Back then it was the 5th Airborne Division of the 34th Army; before
Battlegroups."


"Airborne?"
Madiha asked. "What happened to the planes?"


"Demilitarization
happened. We were pioneering new parachute tactics, and that was seen as
unnecessary and a waste. We would have become a frontline rifle division after
reorganization, as you see here. I was seen as unworthy of such a position, I
suppose."


"I
see. Everything has changed a lot here then." Madiha said.


"Truth
be told, I have no idea what's happened. But this isn't the place I called
home."


She started
to walk faster, and made quite a leap ahead of Madiha before the Colonel
started keeping up with the pace. The air in the Garrison had quickly turned
poisonous.


Like most
of the garrison, the strip of depots was a very empty place with the 8th
Division at its front lines. The Divisonal HQ building, a tall monolith of
bulletproof glass and thick cement, was shuttered and empty, with all of its
staff and officers relocating to the combat area far, far south of Rangda.
There was not a communications staff there to ask for a radio -- all that
remained of the Divisional staff were garrison service workers, guards and
bureaucrats. Looking down the road at the identical lines of buildings, Madiha
grunted.


"Keep
going that way," Minardo said, "inspect the depots, ask around. I've
got an idea where I might be able to get some equipment too. We'll meet up back
at the HQ."


"At
the HQ?" Madiha asked.


"I
might be a while. I'll be looking for a needle in a haystack."


Minardo
turned on her heels and departed quickly on those mysterious words.


Madiha
watched her go for a few minutes before turning around and heading down the
depots herself. There was nobody in sight, as far down the road as she could
see. Identical tin shutters blocked off identical tin and wood depot buildings
standing on identical plots. Madiha swung her fists forward and back as she
marched down one street, peering through dirty old windows into forgotten
buildings and seeing nothing inside.


She reached
the end of the depots, crossed the street, and went down the other row.


Halfway
down the road she heard noises that sounded like machine tools.


Running
down the way, she found the source of the noise, and pulled up the unlocked
shutter on one of the depot buildings. Inside Madiha found a
person working at a lathe, covered head to toe in protective gear,
smoothing down a small and shiny metal piece. Also in the depot was a
Gbahali car, a green open-topped scout car of the kind Madiha was very familiar
with, having driven one herself in Bada Aso. It was raised on a platform, its
engine hanging over the compartment on a mobile gantry crane, the hood
popped open.


Relaxing in
the gutted car was the young, reckless man from yesterday, Jota with a J. He
laid on the back seat with his legs up on the side of the car, grinning
ear to ear.


"Oh,
hey, look who's here? Morning, Colonel Nakar." He said, raising a hand.


Madiha gave
him a stern look. He had not made a good first impression on her.


At the
lathe, the person in the protective suit pulled up their metal mask; behind the
gear was a woman, pale-pink skinned with dark eyes and red hair and many
freckles on her cheeks. Her hair was cut short, and once she stood up she
seemed as tall as Madiha.


She
saluted, but said nothing. She looked to Jota, who nodded at her.


"It's fine, she's authorized to be here. Finish up that cap,
I want to ride."


Nodding,
the woman returned to the lathe.


Madiha felt
that she was being given a cold shoulder, but held her complaints.


"I'm
looking for a spare radio. Do you know where I can find one?" She asked.


"Nope."
Jota quickly replied. He looked at the woman. "Moira, you know
anything?"


At the
lathe the woman shook her head before spinning up the wheel again.


"Ok
then! Answer's 'nope.'" Jota said, smiling at Madiha.


His tone of
voice irritated her. It was as if he was delighting in her confusion. She was
not a comrade to him, but a source of schadenfreude, or worse. She suppressed
her reaction.


"How
does this base keep contact with the Division on the front then?" She
asked.


"It
doesn't. 8th's all gone and it's not coming back for a while, Colonel. This
Garrison's just a glorified hotel and soccer field for your regiment now."
Jota replied, chuckling.


"Does
it usually take several days to get anything delivered here?" She pressed.


"Depends
on who's delivering and how you've treated 'em." Jota said.


Madiha
blinked. There was subtext there. "What is that supposed to mean?"


Jota's
self-satisfied tone of voice became brusque and serious for a moment.


"You
don't treat people right, Colonel. So they don't treat you right back."


"You
mean Mansa, don't you?" Madiha said. Jota had been there; he had pushed
for her to meet Mansa, driven her there, and even tried to block the door when
she walked out.


It was
becoming clear to her that Jota wasn't just any reckless driver.


He was one
of Mansa's men, moreso than he was one of Rangda's men.


In
response, Jota stared at her more directly than he had since she arrived.


"Hey,
you said that, not me. But it shows where your head's at. Cookin' up some
imagined sleight, I guess, just like you cooked up a few as the Right Hand of
Death."


"Excuse
me?" Madiha shouted, too shocked to temper her responses anymore.


Jota was
unfazed. He turned his back to her and put his feet over the front seat.


"You
don't treat people right, Colonel. See where that gets you." He said
cryptically.


Madiha was
unused to feeling genuinely angry. Much of the time, she reserved her anger or
redirected emotion from anger. She had a gift for turning things against
herself -- any anger she felt could easily turn into a disappointment or shame
in herself, and she could then stifle it in sorrow. Such was the skill of a
very hurting mind. There was nobody to be angry at for the longest time, save
for herself. Not even Nocht had angered her much.


Since she
had started piecing herself back, Madiha was bombarded with feelings. Shame and
regret, her old friends, made way for alien things like a genuine sense of
contentedness; laughter, and a sense of humor; love, and even sexual desire;
and anger.


As she
stood in that depot, framed by the door, staring at Jota with his legs up, and
this Moira ignoring the whole thing too; Madiha felt a surge of genuine,
horrific anger.


She felt
like walking up to Jota and showing him he was not big. He was not bigger than
her, not big enough to be making sport of her. She could show him what a small
and weak man he really was. All it would take would be a moment of
concentration and a snap of her fingers to toss a fireball in their midst that
would burst like an incendiary. It would consume that pitiful car, that pitiful
lathe, and vaporize both of these pitiful weaklings--


Madiha fought
down these feelings. They were irrational and she knew it deep down.


Instead of
acting on it she shut her eyes hard, as if that substituted for throwing a
punch, and then she turned around and left their presence. She paced down
the depot road, struggling not to turn back around, walk through the door and
do something awful.


Madiha had
bowed to fight that monstrous part of herself. She had to keep it under
control.


But the
temptation to use her "powers" grew with every frustration she felt.
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Behind
Madiha the gates to the depots closed, and slowly her anger dissipated as she
made her way back to the the headquarters. It felt twice as long a walk alone
as it did when she had Minardo for company. Whatever the Sergeant was doing
took her longer than it did for Madiha to half-heartedly walk along the line of
depots. She wondered if she should wait, but the sight of the depots caused her
stress. She departed, head down, hands in her pockets.


On the way,
she stood off to the side of the road as the column of running soldiers passed
by once more. Every soldier waved as they ran by, and she waved back.


Arriving at
the far end of the flag park, Madiha found that Corporal Kajari and Sergeant
Chadgura had gone, and Parinita was sitting outside on one of the office
chairs, rocking her legs and spinning periodically around on the chair swivel.
Kali was seated a few paces away, with its back turned to Parinita and the
building. Madiha approached, raising her hands to gesture that she had found
nothing of use. Parinita frowned in response.


"Did
you try the Divisional HQ? They have to have radios somewhere." Parinita
said.


"Not
one radio." Madiha replied. She walked into the building, picked up a
chair, and brought it outside. Turning it around, she sat with her
chest against the backrest.


"I
wonder if Minardo really put in those orders right." Parinita said.


"It's
not her fault." Madiha replied.


"I
should have called ahead for supplies, directly from Solstice."


"It's not
your fault either."


"It's
just frustrating. I know you wanted to jump right back into the fray."


"I
did, but we've got time yet. I'll come up with something. Don't worry."


Madiha
wondered whether to tell Parinita about Jota and his insinuations at the depot,
but decided not to. Politics made her nervous. It would have put Parinita on
edge like nothing else if Madiha told her it was possibly Mansa's doing
that their supplies were still tied up. Until the situation was confirmed or
escalated, it was better not to make accusations or leap into wild conjectures.
Jota calling Madiha out for her actions during Akjer stung her quite a
bit. He was misinformed and acting in bad faith, but that didn't dull the pain
in her heart.


She did not
want to be The Right Hand of Death in Rangda. That was all supposed to be in
the past. To avoid that phantom she would have to be more diplomatic from
now on.


Colonel and
Secretary sat on their chairs out in the park grass, and waited.


Eventually,
as the sun started to bear down on them directly overhead, they saw a figure
approaching, its form rippling in the heat. Minardo returned from wherever she
had gone, holding a big cardboard box in her hands. Madiha almost jumped out of
her seat when she saw it, and Parinita clapped excitedly. She had found a
radio! It had to be!


The Staff
Sergeant crossed the flag park, sweating, swooning a little in the heat. She
stood in front of her superiors, pulled a kerchief from her pocket, wiped her
forehead, and put it back. She then saluted, and with a big grin on her
face, she set down the box.


Inside,
there was a large collection of what Madiha could only describe as junk.


"Why
did you box this garbage up and bring it here?" Madiha asked.


There was a
nondescript metal chassis; various knobs, some of which had been broken in half
or cracked; vacuum tubes wrapped in newspaper; old capacitors in a plastic tub,
some of which were visibly burnt or corroded; a very old toolbox; a box full of
spare screws of many sizes; tangles of wires, many stripped of their protective
rubber coating. To Madiha all of this seemed like nothing more than junk.
She glared cheerlessly at it.


Minardo
scoffed and closed her fists. "Why, I never--! It is not garbage!"


Parinita
clapped her hands together. Her beaming face had never once darkened even when
Minardo revealed the junk in her box. In her eyes it was something else
entirely.


"You
found it, Minardo! You found a radio!" Parinita said.


Madiha
raised her head from the box in surprise.


"Hmph!"
Minardo turned her cheek on Madiha. "I went to the garrison junkyard and
dug around. Normally garbage is supposed to be disposed of mid-month. But since
this month coincided with a military invasion, I figured they would have
overlooked it."


"I
apologize, Minardo. I did not recognize the parts. Thank you." Madiha
said.


She bowed
her head in deference.


Minardo
looked at her from the corner of her eye and smiled.


"Well,
it's no use to us in this form. But I figure someone can help with that."
She said.


She turned
her head from Madiha to Parinita, who crossed her arms and smiled proudly.


"I
know a thing or two about radios. I'll get started on it right away!"


Parinita
lifted the box of radio parts and took it inside the headquarters. She set the box
down on the table, produced the chassis, and started to open it with a
screwdriver from the toolbox. Once she had the turret board out, she connected
the radio to a wall outlet, switched it on, watched some of the vacuum tubes
flash, and then began to withdraw more parts from the box. Madiha watched,
bewildered. Her eyes were drawn to Parinita's hands.


Those hands
possessed mythical qualities in Madiha's eyes. She had first felt them on her
shoulders and back, when Parinita gave her a cleansing, almost magical massage
in Bada Aso. Impossibly soft, and yet possessed of great keenness and firm,
they were capable of miracles. She knew that they had some supernatural quality
-- Parinita had talked about dispersing the fires that Madiha created in
herself when she used her power.


But there
was so much more to those hands than magic. Parinita was so gentle, precise, impossibly skilled with her hands. She moved with an almost
rhythmic precision. Every turn and touch of her gentle fingers was almost
entrancing to watch. Her delicate grip on the vacuum tubes, one fingertip and
thumb lifting the piece to her eyes; the way her wrist turned so precisely as
she exchanged one part for another, or shook a part, or socketed in a tube; the
graceful flicks of her fingers as she tapped on a gently gripped capacitor.


It was like
a dance, Madiha realized; it had an almost sensual character.


After
several minutes, Parinita set down her tools, stretched her fingers and
laughed.


"All
of the capacitors are still good! No soldering needed. It's a matter of
replacing vacuum tubes. I just have to find which ones are broken and which
ones work correctly."


Parinita
gave everyone a thumbs up, and then focused again on her work.


Madiha
nodded dumbly, watching her hop about the headquarters in a little blur of
activity. There were still many things about her lovely secretary that
surprised her.


"Drooling,
are we?"


Minardo
closed in on the entranced Colonel and elbowed her gently in the arm.


"Ask
her out on a date to the festival, Colonel." Minardo whispered.


Madiha's
heart jumped at the suggestion. In an instant that fluttering feeling switched
on and suddenly off. She fought with all her might to keep her calm, stony
expression, and managed to give Minardo the skeptical glare that her
suggestion should have received. After all, they had work to do, and judging by
the morning's pathetic supply drop, there would need to be some heavy lifting
done to get anything organized at all in Rangda.


"What
are you insinuating?" Madiha said. There was a slight stutter to her
words.


Minardo put
her fists to her hips and leaned on the Colonel with a big grin on her face.


"Don't
play dumb with me. All I have to do is look at two people for an hour and I can
see the love blossoming. Rangda is a sensual city, comrade. Ask her out to the
festival."


"You
know, fanciful delusions can easily convince you any two people are coupled."


Madiha
thought she was being clever, but again the staff sergeant deflected her
easily.


Minardo
poked Madiha in the chest, unfazed. "All I'm saying is you'll regret it if
you miss out on this! Trust me! Love is in the air as the festival looms.
Soon it will become cold and rainy and gross out -- you won't have many date
opportunities. Ask her out now."


Madiha did
not reply, and Minardo allowed the matter to drop. Madiha's mind seemed intent
on mulling over the idea of the festival, however, like a psychic tongue
licking something sweet without permission. It fought fiercely with all those
other strange feelings Madiha now felt, and it was quickly rising to the top
from among them.


Moments
later, there was an electric spark from the middle of the headquarters.


From the
box, a voice started to sound across the room: Daksha Kansal's voice.


"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--"


Though the
voice was crackling a bit at first, Parinita attached one of the better-looking
knobs to a tiny pin attached to the side of the turret board. Altering the
power output with the knob, she managed to get the voice as crisp as it could
be, and in the middle of the 1st Regimental Headquarters, Madiha, Minardo and
Parinita stood and listened to Daksha Kansal's powerful speech of the 45th on
their very first headquarters radio.


Just as the
nation started to awaken to war, the new headquarters became legitimate.





 


 


 




 


 


































38. The 1st Day Of Training


 


46th of the Aster's Gloom
2030 D.C.E


Tambwe Dominance -- Rangda City, 8th Division
Garrison, Training Field


"Welcome,
noble and brave soldiers of the Bada Aso Regiment! I am Inspector General
Chinedu Kimani, and henceforth I will personally oversee your
training!"


Underneath the
searing eye of Rangda's noon sky there was a mass movement of people in the 8th
Division Garrison, the likes of which the empty plots of land on the base's
northern side had not seen since before the Demilitarization act. Assembled
between foundation outlines hidden in sparsely grassy land, standing
unknowingly over floor plans that had been smashed, and now reclaimed by the
soft brown dirt, several hundreds of soldiers stood in rapt attention as a
tall woman in a flashy red and black uniform hailed them.


"The
Battle of Bada Aso is over! We were victorious; my precious comrades, you have
accomplished many feats! However, we must wipe that slate clean! There are new,
greater victories to reap, and to do so, we must all take hard steps beyond
Adjar's border."


Many a fighter
had glanced at or heard of Kimani in the past, but for most this was their
first time coming face to face with one of the major commanding voices in their
unit. She was an impressive sight -- taller than any of them, black
skinned, with dark, curly hair to mid-neck level and sleek, striking features.
A hint of crow's feet around her eyes was rendered visible only by the
glistening of sweat crawling down her forehead, cheek and jaw under
the hot Rangdan sun. She had an air of strength and exuded professionalism; a
real soldier.


"Doubtless
many of you have received basic training in your firearms and grenades, in
first aid, in rudimentary battle tactics. Doubtless, all of you survived Bada
Aso, and have seen and fought our enemy first-hand. Yet, regardless of your
ranks, and your merits, for the next week, every man and woman in front of me
is once more a green Private!" She said.


Behind her
a fleet of nurses, construction workers, and computers labored to set up
examination tents, establish medical stations and assemble tables
behind which documents of all kinds would be handed out and filled for the
records staff to archive. Preliminary tests would be conducted, and information
collated to help Colonel Nakar and Inspector General Kimani understand just who
it was that they would lead to battle.


"Nobody
can diminish your struggles, nor the sacrifices you and your comrades have
made. Your past has honed you into a blade. That you stand before me, means you
have been drawn from your sheathe to do battle. But right now, though you
desire to cut the enemy, your edge must labor to draw their blood. It is
my duty to start sharpening you, so the same cuts you dealt in Bada Aso will do
more than draw blood. They will slice Nocht to pieces!"


She spoke in a
strong and serious voice, and even when she raised her pitch, her affect was
subtle. The Inspector General always seemed to speak in a tone both calm
and intense.


Her
declarations moved through the hundreds of men and women in the crowd like a
wave. Everyone stood straighter and tighter when they felt her eyes over them
and quivered when they heard her her voice. In their green uniforms, stripped
of whatever rank markings they earned in Bada Aso, the troops of the 1st
Battalion of the Askari Motor Rifle Regiment "Bada Aso" watched her
every move with tense attention, and a brimming of unused energy.


In the same
field where the 8th Division would perform marching drills before the war, the
troops of the Bada Aso Regiment prepared for a week of short training
courses.


Though the
Regimental command couldn't offer them extensive training quite yet, they would
not allow them to sit around. Everyone had already lounged too much at
sea. Bada Aso felt distant; but the war wasn't over. Command wanted to
keep them on their feet.


Kimani
explained. "From now to the month's end, with a break for the
festival on the 48th, you will clock in 100 hours of training in infantry
combat, tank-infantry cooperation, signals discipline, and much more. My
staff will give you a crash course on modern combat to give you an idea of
the multifaceted duties, skills and responsibilities of a soldier in maneuver
warfare! I hope that you enjoyed the peaceful voyage here -- because I will
make you sweat here in Rangda, comrades! And it will be an inkling of what
awaits you in Solstice!"


For an
instant, the Inspector General flashed a little smile at the crowd of soldiers.


There was a
collective gulp in response. That was a lot of hours
worth of training. It appeared command counted their days at sea as a
vacation, but they had not had much of an opportunity to de-stress while
crammed into a troopship or a cruiser. In whispers, the crowd started to lament
being driven so hard after the chaos in Bada Aso. At least some of them,
however, were excited for an opportunity to learn some new fighting skills.


One such
person was Gulab Kajari, standing off to the side and back of the crowd with
stars in her eyes. She looked around the field and through the fence to the
base, catching glimpses of tanks and guns and other equipment being brought in
or serviced, perhaps to participate in the exercises. She fantasized about this
training both as an opportunity to show off her energetic strengths, and to be
able to brag about her elite skills later on.


Already she
was a military hero! Now she could rise to the level of a battlefield legend!


"Charvi,
do you know anything about this? Do you know what we'll be doing?"


Gulab nudged
her constant companion, Charvi Chadgura, but the Sergeant was nearly inanimate.
On a good day, Charvi was still emotionless, but at least a little sprightly.
Yesterday the two of them had helped out at the headquarters, walked around the
whole base, and been yelled at by a variety of guards about where they should
and shouldn't be. Through all of that, Charvi had the same face, but her
demeanor at least felt lively.


Today she
slumped forward, mumbling to herself in that dry, affect-less voice of hers.


She barely
seemed to pay Kimani any attention. She was mostly staring at her feet.


Acknowledging
Gulab, she clapped her hands twice, softly, in quick succession, but she said
nothing. Her eyes seemed fixed on her own feet, and her shoulders drooped low.


"Are you
ok? Do you have heatstroke?" Gulab asked. Charvi clapped to relieve
stress.


"I want
to go to the post office." Charvi replied in a barely audible voice.


Gulab crooked an
eyebrow. She had not seen a post office anywhere, but she had also not seen
much of the city in general -- she and Charvi were bused in on the 44th along
with fifty other soldiers from the port, and dropped off at the base. All they
had time for (and all they were allowed to
do) was registration, two meals, equipment check-in, and bunking. The day after
that, on the 45th, they still weren't allowed off-base, and took a tour of the
facilities.


That must have
been it; after yesterday's tour, Charvi must have realized that the base had no
available post office, and it must have made her a little depressed. Her
precious hobby was stamp collecting, and being in Rangda there was
an opportunity to collect new pieces. Putting all of this together, Gulab
thought she had an idea of how to cheer Charvi on.


"Hey,
look, we have the festival day off! You can go to the post office
then." She said.


Charvi bolted
upright suddenly. She stood at attention, staring forward inexpressively.


Her head
turned stiffly toward Gulab. "Are you sure? Will we really be allowed
out?"


"Positive!"
Gulab replied. "She said we had a break on the festival day, right?
Obviously that break is for the soldiers to go out and join the festivities,
otherwise what's the point?"


Charvi pressed
her hands against her cheeks. "You're correct. You must be."


"Trust
me! We'll have a party at the post office on that day. Just cheer up a bit,
ok?"


"Yes. I
admit that I felt and still feel restless, but I will be fine now. Thank
you."


When it came
to Charvi, emotion was never written on her face, but it could be evident in
the air around her. Her words hinted at a renewed intensity of feeling. Charvi
turned her head again, and stood straighter, her legs set, her back erect, her
chest out.


"I must live until that precious day."
She said.


"I don't
see why you wouldn't live until
then, but ok."


"You
never know. I must try extra hard to live until then."


Her deadpan
expression made Gulab smile. She raised a thumbs-up.


"As long
as you're feeling chipper! I'll help out."


Gulab petted
Charvi on the shoulders and turned back around with a grin on her face.


At the
conclusion of the Inspector General's motivational speech, the soldiers were
divided into several groups and pointed toward the newly-raised tents far
behind them. They were big green field tents. Many of them had the
telephone symbol, a handset in a black circle. A soldier who saw it was
supposed to interpret that as a communications, liaison or headquarters tent,
but there were a dozen strung up. So then, what did it mean?


"What the
heck are those?" Gulab asked in whispers.


Charvi
shrugged. "I think they're conducting some sort of test there."


Gulab soon
found herself in a line stretching out from one of these impromptu
offices.


She felt her
heart thumping as everyone started to move forward into it. She could not
see anyone inside, but she could see a light shining briefly through the canvas
as someone exited out the back of the tent and let in sunlight. There was a
little bit of chatter inside. Gulab could make out words like
"official" and "documentation" and felt anxious.


"I think
they're checking papers in there." Gulab said, looking behind herself at
Charvi, who had been a step behind Gulab in the press of bodies that formed
their waiting line.


"Well,
they're out of luck, because I don't have mine." Charvi said.


It was easy to
see how those could have been lost given the events of the month.


As someone
from the Kucha, where Solstice's reach was weak, Gulab had no official papers
to begin with. Her only documentation was her army sign-up forms from years
ago, which she was told would be, cryptically, "good enough for
anything." She had no birth documents. This was a blessing, because it
meant nobody could contradict her on anything about her identity but her family,
who were far away; but might become a curse. She didn't know.


Her mind
filled with nightmares in miniature, playing and replaying before her eyes as
the line pushed her toward the tent flaps under the muggy heat of a Rangdan
morning.


Soon
Gulab stood in front of the tent flaps and heard a female clerk calling
out, "Next!"


Looking over
her shoulder at Charvi, Gulab wiggled her fingers in the air as a little wave.
Swallowing with a gulp, she closed her eyes briefly and stepped through the
tent flaps.


When she
opened her eyes, the place was a little gloomy, but uncrowded and neat.


Gulab took
seat at a little table, one of six. Across from her sat a dark-skinned clerk in
a pristine uniform. Her frizzy hair was styled big and round, and her friendly
blue eyes were heavily magnified by the lenses on her thick glasses. With a big
smile on her lips, the clerk pulled a form letter from a box and set it in
front of Gulab along with a loaded ink pen.


"Good
morning, comrade! I'm Warrant Officer Keisha Tamsi, and I just need a little
moment of your time to insure we get a good form we can file for the
Regiment." She said.


Her tone of
voice was pleasantly deep. Gulab's anxiety at being seated in such an
official-looking tent, with such official-looking person, very slightly
diminished. She felt less scared and more sheepish at being in front of a nice
stranger on this strange errand.


"Now,
before we begin, I'd just like to know your home region. Can you tell me?"


"I come
from the Kucha mountains." Gulab said.


"I see!
So that means you have no official papers. Am I right?"


Gulab felt an
icy stiffness going through her chest. "Yes, sorry. I have none."


"No birth
certificate or anything like that, right?"


"My birth
was handled fairly sloppily. I don't even know my exact age."


Gulab's voice
trembled. She expected to be told to pack her bags and leave the army.


Comrade Tamsi
nodded her head in response and smiled.


"I
understand. It's perfectly fine, comrade. Your army sign-up forms, and any
forms we fill today, can be used as your official papers henceforth. So don't
worry about it!"


"Oh,
good." Gulab sighed with relief. That had been easy; she had worried over
nothing.


"There
are many villages and unincorporated territories that have less than stellar
documentation. So over time, we've learned not to be sticklers for stamped
papers."


From the box,
Tamsi withdrew a few additional forms, stacked them neatly together, and pushed
the stack forward. Gulab picked up the top form. It had basic things like name,
date of birth, gender. That last one gave her a fresh shot of little anxieties,
but she figured she could put anything on it and that nobody would check it or
care. She was right.


"Answer
with anything you want for any of the fields and we will consider it wholly
official with the state's blessing -- if you want to change your name even, go
for it! As far as The Socialist Dominances of Solstice is concerned, everything
you write there today is your official paper information as valid as anything a
doctor writes at the side of a birth table."


Comrade Tamsi
sounded almost excited for Gulab to invent herself in this little tent.


Gulab,
however, was not feeling terribly creative. Though she could have chosen a more
feminine name, perhaps, she was rather fond of Gulab. And while she hated her
father and brother, her beloved grandfather had been a Kajari, and her fun and
helpful cousins were all Kajaris too, so she had nothing against her maiden
name either. Thus she made her decision.


Atop the form,
she proudly wrote "Gulab Kajari" and beside it, "24", her
best guess for her age, and "M" for "Mwanamke" or woman.
Her hand shook a little after that. She set her birthday as the 23rd of the
Lilac's Bloom, the date she came down from the mountain.


There were
other fields, such as any conditions she had, or any levels of schooling
earned.


"I don't
remember exactly what I wrote on my army sign-up forms. Is that ok?"


She knew back
then she had signed up as a woman too. She had made the decision to live that
way a long time before she came down from the mountain. However, she still
felt a little scared that the two forms would be cross-referenced in other
ways. Again she overestimated the importance of the forms and the bureaucracy's
level of efforts here.


"Not at
all! As a matter of fact we don't even have access to those! They were
probably burnt in Adjar to keep them from Nocht. Write anything with
confidence." Tamsi replied.


Gulab realized
how perfunctory all of this was, and her heart and stomach finally settled.


No one was
trying to kick her out of the army. In fact they seemed to be making every
effort to keep her, and everyone in the regiment, in the army. That was
reassuring. She had nowhere else to go -- though she could have settled down anywhere, that meant she would not have been able to
fight alongside her comrades. Alongside Charvi; she was glad to stay.


Smiling, she
started scribbling down whatever came to mind for the rest of the papers.
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"Say, Minardo, do you like
films?"


"I love films!
I try to catch all the new releases."


"Ah!
That's great! What are your favorites?"


"Horror
movies! I love the thrills. There's been this series of movies about a man
attacked by clockwork animals at a toy factory, One Week At Teddy's? It was quite scary!"


"Oh, I've
never seen those! We'll have to go see them sometime!"


Madiha stared
out the door inanimately while the room grew noisy.


Though they
still only had the one radio available, there was a lot of activity in the new
Regimental Headquarters nonetheless. Sitting behind her desk, Madiha watched
silently as four people twittered about the building all morning. They
walked from the desks and tables, between the radio, out the door and back,
coming and going, while she remained mostly inanimate, not quite knowing
what to make of all the new activity around her.


Minardo and
Parinita remained tethered to the building, but they were no longer alone.


Joining them
were new staffers. First was Bhishma, the bespectacled young man who had served
under Parinita in Bada Aso. He had very dark skin and a youthful,
boyish appearance, and there was a great precision (and a noticeable stiffness)
to his movements. His black curly hair was well combed and well cleaned
and gelled, and his uniform was clean and pressed. He had an all-around orderly
and neat appearance.


He barely
spoke a word to the Colonel.


He visibly
withered whenever she laid eyes on him.


His
nervousness, in turn, made her nervous
too, but she hid it better.


Since he
arrived, Bhishma spent the morning running in and out of the building
constantly running errands for Parinita. All she had to do was to put down
the handset she had kludged to their old radio, raise her head over the table,
and shout for him.


"Bhishma!
Go yell at the guards, they're holding up a truck with construction supplies
Kimani needs! Tell them to let those things through, and ride out to the field
with them."


"Yes
ma'am!"


And without a
moment's hesitation he would bolt out the door again.


Madiha felt it
should have been her who would go and take care of any yelling, but Parinita
urged her to sit behind her desk and look official. "You have to delegate
more!" She said, wagging a scolding index finger at her. So Madiha sat
behind her desk. She steepled her fingers a few times while staring over them
at the door, as she had seen Daksha do behind a desk once or twice. But this
gesture only seemed to frighten Bhishma when he returned.


Thanfully
Bhishma alone fulfilled the entirety of their skittishness quota.


Minardo's
other recruit was much more energetic.


Filling the
headquarters with song was a brand new face. Minardo had chosen a young
woman to handle office duties and to answer the phone. That there was no
phone line installed yet did not slow Private Padmaja down. She organized
everyone's desks, dusted and swept the floors, redid all of the curtains, and
otherwise kept herself busy.


Private
Padmaja was constantly moving, so Madiha had to piece a mental image of her
little by little, until she arrived at her desk with a smile and passed a
feather duster over it. Then Madiha got a good long look. Padmaja's dark
hair was collected into two long tails, and her skin was a dark golden color.
Her eyes possessed a visible fold and appeared slightly angled; they shone
a stark icy blue. Her full lips parted to hum and sing as she worked; from
a few notes, to the full lyrics of a traditional song about a rabbit hopping
along a mountain.


Madiha
wondered if that mountain was the stretch of the Kucha farther south.


But she had a
feeling the Private hailed from farther than that.


"You keep
a very neat desk, Commander!" Pvt. Padmaja said. She had a slight accent
to her voice, and she closed her eyes and gave a cute smile when she addressed
her.


She was so
lively that her presence drew Madiha's own smile out of hiding.


"There
was an old saying," Padmaja said, "that a minister's desk foretold
the character of their tenure in government. Orderly desk; orderly country.
Chaotic desk; well, you know."


"Ah, I don't
know about that. It can also mean you're spending too much time
on your desk." Madiha replied. She herself had nothing better to
do currently than to clean it.


Private
Padmaja giggled. "You're right. There is likely more truth to that."


While the new
office hands performed their small tasks, Parinita sat behind the table
with the radio, rather than at her own desk. She poked and prodded the device,
turning the knobs, listening in to various frequencies, and occasionally
opening the device again to play with the internals, making on-the-fly tweaks
to the box here and there. Parinita had made quite a few alterations to the box
-- she had added a telephone handset to it, so that it could be spoken into and
heard from more easily, as well as an extra speaker and a switch that could
bypass the handset so the whole room could hear the audio.


It was an old,
problematic set no matter how much it was polished. Audio sometimes distorted
and no amount of fiddling with the knobs could get it to sound completely
consistent across hours of operation. Parinita had altered the internal
modulation, and they frequently heard anyone receiving their broadcasts
complaining about the tone of their voice. No amount of fiddling with that had
made it completely consistent either.


Despite all of
this, Parinita had done such a fantastic job that Madiha was still astounded.


Though the
moment had long since passed, Madiha still replayed the events in her mind. She
thought idly about the repairs, about Parinita's energy and excitement, and she
felt oddly proud and delighted. She knew such an amazing person! It dawned upon
her then. There was so much to Parinita; she wanted to discover everything
about her. She wanted others to
be surprised by the skill and intellect of her comrade, while she herself would watch the reactions with pride,
arms crossed, personally knowledgeable
of every nook of her--


From the table
and behind the radio, Parinita waved at her slyly with a little grin.


Madiha waved
demurely when Padmaja had her back turned. She had been caught staring.
She felt foolish; these were unproductive and distracting thoughts to be having
now.


At Madiha's
side, Minardo appeared, leaned in close, and faked a little cough.


"Get a
room." She said, masking it with another cough.


Madiha glared
at her, and she grinned mischievously and sat on the Colonel's desk.


For her part,
Minardo was back to looking mostly orderly, even though she did not exactly act
that way. Her hair was tied into a braided bun, and her skirt uniform was clean
and neat. She traded her black aviator sunglasses, a copied foreign style
growing in popularity, for a pair of simple office glasses. She was sporting a
pair of simple black pumps on her feet.


Throughout the
morning, Minardo had been rooted firmly to her desk, filling forms and taking
periodic breaks to stand at the door and stare longingly. When Madiha asked,
Minardo said she was filling out requisition requests. It didn't seem like they
would be fulfilled, judging by the presently unknown fate of their communications
equipment. Nonetheless, Minardo filled out every form and stacked them in a
flat cardboard box.


Madiha had
once or twice demanded of her, "Do I need to sign those?"


Minardo's
reply each time had been a simple, "Nope!"


Then when
Minardo turned around to leave, Madiha got a look at the forms and found her
forged signature on every single one of them. Frowning, she returned to her
desk.


Despite this,
Minardo behaved as though everything was going swell. She had quite an
attitude, this Staff Sergeant; Madiha could never have believed that rogueish
streak of hers when they first met. She felt like scolding her, but never quite
managed to work up to it.


When Bhishma
next arrived, Minardo sent him right out the door with the forms in
hand.


Minardo then
stood up, teased Madiha, and planted her rump right on the desk.


Madiha gave
her a weary glare.


When the
Sergeant next spoke however she had left the teasing well behind.


"Commander,
our supply situation is a little vexing, isn't it? It's unimaginable. Everything
that's arriving from a world away in Solstice is coming through fine, but most
of the equipment that's supposed to be locally sourced is nowhere to be
found." She said.


Her impish
grin had become a pensive frown. She stroked fingers over painted lips.


"I would
say it was deliberate, if I didn't know better." Minardo added.


"It is
deliberate." Madiha said. She rested her head on closed fists over her
desk.


"Do you
merely suspect as much, like me; or do you have evidence?" Minardo asked.


"I might
have evidence. Do you know a man named Jota?" Madiha said. "With a
'J'?"


"Is that
a given name or a surname?" Minardo asked.


Madiha felt
suddenly foolish. She did not know whether the hostile driver had given his
first name or his last. She had never thought to ask. As far as she was
concerned Jota was just another grunt when they first met. He had introduced
himself with only one name and Madiha never thought they would meet again in
any important capacity.


"I don't
know." Madiha said. "Please keep this between us. But I had a
confrontation with this man yesterday at the supply depots. He seemed to
suggest what we suspect."


"Interesting.
Do you know if this man has any kind of pull?"


"He seems
to be in with the governor's office; but he is just a driver, as far as I
know."


"I see.
Well, I know people around here still. I might be able to find something
out."


"You've
got connections, huh." Madiha blinked. "Is that how you got the car
too?"


Minardo
shifted on the desk, one leg over the other, leaning back, chest
out.


"It's
more than just connections, my dear Colonel; it's pure
skill and incredible charm."


Her voice had
become a soft, titillating hiss delivered below earshot.


"Okay."
Madiha said flatly. Minardo stayed in her strained pinup pose for a moment,
looking back at Madiha, and then sat back up, arms crossed over her breast, and
sighed.


From her desk,
Parinita glanced at them in confusion. Madiha shook her head.


"Nobody
respects my skills." Minardo childishly said. She patted her own cheeks.


Madiha pressed
her fists tighter against her face. This was becoming annoying.


"What
kind of skills are we talking about here?" She said, humoring the
Sergeant.


Minardo
crooked a little grin, winked, and raised an index finger over her cheek.


"It's a
secret, oh ho ho! Come closer and I'll tell you."


Growling,
Madiha leaned forward.


Minardo leaned
too and whispered in a velvety voice.


"I am a legendary gossip!"


Madiha ordered
Minardo off her desk and ignored her for the next few hours.


At noon,
Bhishma returned and Padmaja went out the door, singing a little song about
sickles cutting rice. Twenty minutes later she came back with a large
brown bag full of brown boxes labeled with a bright yellow circle around a
blade of wheat. This was a common symbol in the Socialist Dominances of
Solstice to denote food products. In this case, it meant food from the Civil
Canteen. She set the bag down and distributed the boxes.


"What
were they cooking today?" Parinita asked as Padmaja handed her a box.


"Puri
breads, kachumber, potatoes, fresh sweet lassi, and dal." Padmaja said.


Everyone in
the room seemed to stand a little straighter hearing of the spread. Once the
box tops came off, Madiha was dazzled by the colorful array of foods packed
into the box. Puri, fried unleavened breads, were stacked in the center of the
box, soaking up the oil and vinaigrette from the salad of onions, tomatoes, and
cucumbers, as well as the thick red sauce over the potatoes. Both the yellow
lentil dal and the purple-pink lassi, a yogurt drink, were packed in folding
paperboard cartons reserved by the canteens for carryout orders.


"It's
like a rainbow in a box." Parinita said excitedly.


"I prefer
it in my stomach." Minardo replied, half the words through a piece of
puri.


Madiha stared
longingly; she had not had a decent meal in quite a long time. She had spent
much of the past two days subsisting on ration boxes and snacks. Her dinner
yesterday had been fried chickpeas in a box from the Survival ration; the day
before she had twice drank watery yellow dal from a metal mug, and had been
otherwise so busy she skipped dinner.


Using the
provided fork, which Padmaja would later return to the Canteen along with the
boxes, Madiha gently speared a bit of cucumber and a sauce-soaked potato and
lifted the contents to her mouth. As she chewed she
felt the flavors dancing on her tongue. A drink of the dal and a bite of the
puri added warmth and volume; lassi cleansed the palate.


"It's
perfect." Madiha said, closing her eyes and breathing gently out.


Around the
room the staff made similar expressions as they dug into their boxes.


When the last
puri had gone down and the final sip of lassi had been taken, everyone
seemed to lean back on their chairs all at once, and everyone sighed contentedly.
For the first time since they had arrived to work in the morning, the
Headquarters was quiet and still. Bellies full of warm food, everyone seemed
ready to take a nap. No one looked to the door, and no one monitored the radio.
The Colonel quietly approved the break.


She herself
was almost half-asleep when someone got up and walked to the radio table.


Madiha stared
blearily as the Bhishma approached Parinita's desk and bowed his head.


He stood,
stiff, slightly shaking, with his fists at his sides. Parinita cocked an
eyebrow.


"Chief, I
know this is not proper, but I want to ask you-- I want to ask you out to the
festival!"


His voice
started dead quiet but then worked itself to an aggressive shout.


Minardo bolted
upright, like the ostrich of legends digging out its head from sand.


Padmaja
dropped the fork she had been drumming mindlessly on the desk with.


Madiha
continued to stare at Bhishma, just as blearily as she stared before.


Her heart,
however, started bumping fast as the seconds mounted in silence.


It dawned upon
her what Bhishma had asked Parinita to do; and what an answer to it might mean.
All of the delicious food she had so enjoyed started to churn in her belly.


For a moment,
perhaps, Parinita was confounded too. She stared at him blankly.


Then her
neutral expression faded.


"I'm not
interested." Parinita finally said, punctuating her words with a chipper
smile.


Minardo
covered her mouth with her hand. Padmaja returned to drumming her fork.


Bhishma raised
his hand and continued to stand both stiff and dense as a metal shot-testing
plate in front of the table, an uncomprehending look on his face. His lips
quivered, and he scratched his hair a little. He averted his eyes from
Parinita, and in so doing, turned them aside on the Colonel; she thought she
saw a flickering moment of anguish reflected in his eyes before he averted
them anew. He returned to his table, and sat, staring at his shoes.


Meanwhile
Parinita started to fiddle with the radio again, her face inexpressive.


There was
again silence in the room, but it was a much more restless and alert silence.


A half-hour
later Padmaja got up from behind a table and went around the room, picking
up the boxes and cutlery to return them to the Civil Canteen. Bhishma
quickly offered to help, and Padmaja, perhaps with the noon's events in still
fresh in mind, gently accepted his offer, and he was out the door once more.
Madiha stood up from her desk and walked over to Parinita's, staring out
the door in passing with a mix of odd feelings in hear breast.


"Are you
alright?" Madiha asked her.


Parinita
smiled. "I'm fine."


"That was
surprising. He must have really blindsided you."


"Not at
all. I suspected he had a crush on me all this time. And what with everyone
making such a big deal about the festival, he must have felt he had a shot at
it."


Madiha felt
like a chord in her chest had been tugged harshly. She heard Minardo's words
echoing in her head. She wondered if Bhishma had heard similar words too.


"Do you
want to do anything about it?" She said.


Parinita shook
her head. "Nah, I think this will set him straight."


Madiha's eyes
wandered to the door again. "Are you angry at him?"


"I'm a
little annoyed." Parinita replied. "Doing that kind of thing in
public just puts pressure on people to respond. I didn't want to hurt him, but
he gave me no choice here but to do so. He was very foolish to try this with
me; I thought better of him than that."


"I see.
Say the word if you need me to do anything about him." Madiha replied.


"Thank you.
It's fine. I think he'll behave now."


Parinita
reached up, patted her on the arm, and then returned to the radio.


Madiha nodded,
turned and walked out the door.


It was warm
and breezy outside. She stood with her back to the building's front wall, looking
out over the flag park, and the empty lots where the drills were being
organized, and to the roads where the occasional truck would arrive with field
supplies for Kimani. She had walked out in time to see a Hobgoblin tank
arriving for the mechanized tactics drill too. Its engine could be heard from
afar; the only loud sound across the base, it seemed.


Her heart had
never stopped beating fast. It beat so fast now that it almost hurt.


Clutching her
chest, Madiha wondered what she would have done had Parinita accepted Bhishma's
offer. She felt foolish, because her mind wanted to say that meant 'losing her'
when in reality it would not. It might have meant nothing. It was just a silly
festival at night.


But some part
of her was still longing, jealous, tripped up in emotion.


Bhishma was
foolish and inconsiderate in his actions, but Madiha still felt a twinge of
envy. She wondered whether she had it in her to make such a confession.
Even in her youth with Chakrani, she had not said anything herself. She
had felt the desire, but backed out every time. It had been Chakrani who had
made a move on her instead of
the other way.


Who could have
loved that quiet, strange girl obsessed with militaria and politics? Who stared
at the walls, heard voices in her head, and barely spoke? And how could that
girl, whether a teen or a thirty-year-old, love anyone back? That sense of
trepidation and self-denial crept slowly back in, even as Madiha thought she
should accept the obvious.


She felt a
red-hot longing for Parinita; but her love life had always been so
precarious.


Chakrani was
still out there somewhere, hurting because of her. Because of what Madiha
irrevocably was, what she would always be fated to do, where her loyalty would
always lie. Madiha would kill for this country; she would fight anyone for her
people. Even her people.


Could the
circumstances drive Parinita away from her too? Or bring harm to her?


And yet,
constantly fighting that sense of trepidation was that hot feeling in her
chest.


She had the
words at the tip of the tongue; more than Minardo's advice. More than just,
'ask her out to the festival.' She had an 'I love you' on the tongue; but it
felt so foolish, so childish, too fast, too soon, the circumstances too
strange. It had been only 28 days since they met. Was that enough? It didn't
feel like enough to risk hurting someone again.


So Madiha kept
quiet. She couldn't risk another Bhishma, one that might succeed; but she also
didn't want to say the words, because it meant taking responsibility for them.


It brought no
tears to her eyes; it did not squash the feelings in her heart either. It was
just another thing she had to do with a stony face regardless of what was
inside her.


 


46-AG-30: Rangda City,
Training Field 


Paperwork, simple medical exams and a
few perfunctory literacy tests took up half the morning; for lack of equipment,
Kimani then began to pace around the newly-minted training field and ordered
the ranks to stretch, perform push-ups, and to run laps as a warm-up. This
warm-up lasted over an hour while Kimani shot aggravated glances at the
road.


Though most of
the construction materials did not make it in time to complete the
obstacle courses, mock tank models and false bunkers necessary to start
infantry training in earnest, the day would not be wasted. In fact, Rangda's
garrison and its occupants new and old witnessed quite an occasion as
several rarely-seen vehicles made appearances that morning.


Perhaps
the most important arrival for the weary troops was a M.A.W 8-ton truck,
an endangered species that had been discontinued after 2023 for its
unnecessarily large and heavy build. This unit bore the symbol of the civil
canteens, a loaf and a cup framed by slim bananas. The
8-ton's bulk was used to the fullest; on its back there were scores
of ration boxes, more than enough for the over one thousand occupants
of the field.


Volunteers
from the canteen stood at the back and cordially handed out the food.


After the
morning's grueling deliberations, the soldiers gladly stood in line. After a
half-hour the truck was emptied out and a big brown box, rattling with cans and
thin and small metal utensils, was put into the hands of every hungry soldier
in the park. Most of them walked away thinking this gracious delivery would be
the highlight of their quite long day.


Adesh Gurunath
didn't get the red curry he liked this time, but he was fine with the contents
of the box. There was a lovely spread of kachumber and breads and potatoes.


His bosom
friends Nnenia and Eshe seemed ecstatic in their own ways about the meal.


"This
makes the food on the Revenant look like gruel!" Eshe ecstatically said.


He bit down on
the fresh vegetables and smiled at Adesh.


"A lot of
it was gruel." Adesh gently
replied.


Nnenia expressionlessly
rolled up a puri bread and stuffed it into her mouth whole.


"Ish
goof." She said through the mouthful of food. Eshe looked her way with
disdain.


While everyone
settled down in their little groups, remaking the squadrons with which they fought
in Bada Aso as friend groups enjoying the meal together, the old M.A.W truck
departed, and in its place arrived a sleek green tracked vehicle, its sloped
armor and streamlined shape bearing the weight of a squat, rounded turret with
a thick mantlet and a large gun. Adesh whistled and followed the vehicle as it
went. It was a Hobgoblin.


Around him
there were several heads turning. Not everyone got to see one of those in Bada
Aso. They had a limited amount of them at the time, and the ruined state of the
city made it hard for them to navigate. When one was around, however, it
inspired confidence.


There was a
lot of grinning and smiling from a few Bada Aso veterans, and several
people sent comradely cheers the green creature's way as it trundled
toward the center of the field.


But most
everyone's attention on the training field was primarily on food and on
friends. Ration boxes were cracked open, veggies and bread and yogurt were
thoroughly enjoyed, and a nearby faucet, standing alone off to the side of a stamped-down
building foundation, provided cool water. The fighting machine was a passing
curiosity for the gathering at large.


"Those
were the types that retook the Cathedral when we left, right?" Adesh
asked.


"Yes."
Nnenia said tersely. She always spoke exactly as many words as she needed.


"It's
probably being mass produced; otherwise it wouldn't visit so casually."
Eshe said.


"Probably."
Nnenia replied. She stuffed another puri into her mouth, but this one had
been rolled up around vegetables and sauce too. Her cheeks bulged
with food.


"Could
you eat in a more civilized manner?" Eshe asked, staring glumly at her.


"No."
Nnenia brusquely said, this time through half a mouthful of chewed food.


"I'm
asking politely, as a person kind of bothered by loud chewing, to
please--"


"No."


Adesh sighed
and averted his eyes from them. They were always finding some excuse--


A familiar
gray blur flashed at the edge of his vision.


A tank; he saw
a tank coming. He couldn't believe it.


At first he
thought it was another Hobgoblin tank, but he saw the grey even before the
shape of the tank had become coherent to his sight, and when it did, he felt an
overwhelming terror that shook him from his toes to his hips and back and up
his hands.


He was
bombarded with sights and sounds.


That wicked
tinnitus returned to his ears, the sound of discharging rifles, screaming
artillery, the weeping of the delirious wounded, and the constant booming of
artillery.


Sheer reflex
drew from his lips a cry he hard far too often for one
fragile lifetime.


"M4
SENTINEL, 800 METERS!" He shouted. He did not shout it alone. Several men
and women all around the training field had shouted the warning before and
after him.


Eshe fell
suddenly back; Nnenia's hands dropped her utensils on the dust. She froze.


Men and women
bolted upright, toppled over and crawled away, stood motionless.


Similar scenes
of panic played out like a tidal wave of triggered emotion in every direction.


Not one grunt
was prepared when the M4 Sentinel stormed in through the flag park.


Its curved
body, round turret, tightly spaced track layout with multiple bogies, the way
the armor sloped down from the tall, steep front plate; it was a deadly and
familiar sight, burned into the mind of any soldier who had to face one with
limited anti-tank weaponry.


Everyone who
heard the tracks thought it was another Hobgoblin; but the passing blur on the
corners of their eyes was gray, not green. A color they had learned to dread,
the gray caused them to glance, then stare. Dawning recognition forced their bodies
stand, to draw back, to drop down in a sudden reflex. There was a communal
desperation as the machine appeared, without explanation, seemingly intact, in
the middle of their garrison.


Sensing the
panic, staff and guards approached the soldiers and tried to calm them
down. Then a woman popped out of the M4's front hatch waving and shouting. Her
Ayvartan appearance, brown skin, black hair, dark eyes, did little to
induce calm by itself.


"Please
relax comrades! It is a captive model, we're using it for training
purposes!"


Inspector
General Kimani echoed the driver's message over a horn. "Everybody
settle down right now! This tank was liberated by our comrades in the
waning days of Bada Aso! You must look at the markings on the turret and
hull before panicking at the sight!"


At once, the
most raucous among the troops felt foolish. On the side of the M4's gray turret
there was indeed a big, gaudy red and black hydra symbol painted onto the
metal.


Adesh could
not move. He was standing, but his legs were bending slightly, shaking.


He raised a
hand to his mouth and felt tears go up to his eyes. Nnenia and Eshe bolted up
and tried to comfort him. He was not alone; there were others succumbing to
this buried pain. The sight of them did not make him feel less foolish. He let
himself cry.


The M4
Sentinel's driver apologized profusely as the evil tank followed the Hobgoblin.


Slowly the
affected soldiers sat back down and returned nervously to their meals.


Once the excitement died
down, and everyone had eaten, it was well past noon, and Kimani ordered
everyone to attention once more. There was bitter whispering as the soldiers
felt they might be scolded. Instead, Kimani bowed her head humbly to the men
and women in front of her. "Comrades, henceforth, you will be
notified ahead of time when enemy equipment is to be brought in for training. I
apologize for our carelessness."


Hearing this
helped the overall morale recover enough to continue the day's events.


Soldiers were
afterward divided into two columns, standing in parallel lines and giving a
broad field between them to the tanks. The Hobgoblin and the M4 rolled between
the men and women, turning, driving at different speeds, showing off their
abilities.


While the demonstration
took place, Adesh watched through freshly dried eyes. He felt the rumbling
of the earth just under his feet, and it took him back to the ruined city.


He was still
stressed out from when the M4 ran in. It had reminded him of so many awful
things. He had been insulated from the war by the retreat from Bada Aso, by the
time spent at sea. But now he felt such a close proximity to the events again.
He was restless, his body brimming as if with the energy he spent in Bada Aso,
fighting desperately.


Their terrible
adventure had begun right on the border on the very day and the very spot where
the invasion began; they had fought all the way from the border, to the city of
Bada Aso. There, Major Madiha Nakar, now a Colonel, had led them to victory.
But Adesh always thought that, for his part, what led to his success was his
little cadre, his beloved friends.


Without them
he would be lost. Always together, always the three of them.


Nnenia, a
slender and reserved girl with messy, dark shoulder-length hair and dark skin,
her lips and eyes hardly ever bearing an expression. She stood to one side of
Adesh with her hands in her pockets, her tunic half-open and her dress-shirt
half-open under that. At his other side stood Eshe, a smooth-faced and tidy
young man with short, dark hair combed and slicked, styled perfectly under
his garrison cap. He wore his uniform buttoned to the neck.


In between
these two, Adesh had fought through the entire length of this war thus far.


Adesh thought
himself a much lesser sight than his friends. Others had said he was pretty,
and even cute, but he had a hard time believing this. His once long, straight
hair had been cut into an orderly neck-length bob, and a pair of glasses
perched on his slim nose brought long overdue correction to his eyesight. Like
his friends he was a brown-skinned, slender Arjun youth with soft facial
features. His green army uniform was not as clean and orderly and
well-ironed as Eshe's, nor as thrown-around and messy as Nnenia's. It was
just there.


Though not a pessimist
about most things, Adesh had taken to pessimism about himself.


Until midday
everything had gone well. He had filled out his forms, passed his
medical exam, barely managed his push-ups, and laughed and joked and played
around with his friends over lunch. After that tank appeared, however, his
head was full of things that had once been comfortably far away, and were now
both too close and too far. His distance to Bada Aso, now that he remembered
its events so painfully well, felt eerie, unreal, displaced in time.


These
thoughts took him out of the world. He felt like a spectator to his own
body.


A sharp
cracking of metal awakened Adesh from his reverie. On the field the tanks
that had been circling and turning and showing off their movements turned back
toward the crowd, and they stopped in between the ranks of soldiers, and cut
their engines suddenly. A hatch went up and slammed on the armor; the
driver of the M4 Sentinel climbed out of the tank, walked off to the side
of the field and stood with the troops.


Meanwhile the
Hobgoblin drove in reverse several hundred meters away from the M4.


From the
command cadre, a woman walked out to the middle of the field with the tanks.


She was a
tanned-skinned woman with a pair of thin spectacles over green eyes with
brightly glowing red rings around the iris. Like Kimani her build was fairly
tall, long-legged, slender, but she was younger. Long gold bangs fell over her
forehead, and she wiped them aside; the rest of her hair was collected into a
bun. She was dressed in a secretarial sort of uniform, with an ironed skirt,
and a half-open black field jacket over a collared shirt with a red tie.
Her demeanor was reserved, and her face inexpressive. She was part of the KVW.


"My name
is Eligia Jaja, assistant to the Inspector General." She said. She turned
her head from one side to the other, glancing over the two columns of troops
around her. "My focus is information and signals warfare, but today, I
hope to instill in you a sense of confidence in our ability to fight. Judging
by previous events, I think you will appreciate it."


Adesh watched
her closely. Eshe and Nnenia stood quietly at his sides, watching too.


She
half-turned and stretched an arm out to emphasize the Hobgoblin, parked near
her.


"This is
our Hobgoblin model tank. It will soon be entering mass production. Also
present is a Nochtish M4 Sentinel. Have you been watching them closely? As they
paraded before you, did you notice the Hobgoblin's superior speed and handling?
Perhaps not. Did you notice its greater armor coverage, compared to the
Sentinel? Perhaps not. I'll demonstrate."


From the
command cadre, arrived a young woman with long, dark hair that Adesh had
thought he had seen before in Bada Aso. She carried a piece of equipment that
reminded him of the control console used to fly training targets for
anti-aircraft guns. He had shot at several of those remote control plane
dummies that flew when commanded by a radio box.


Ms. Jaja
stepped aside, and the engineer with the console stood beside the tank. Her fingers
played over the box, turning knobs and moving switches. She then pressed a
button.


As if alive
the M4 Sentinel began to turn its turret. It pointed its gun on the Hobgoblin.


"Everyone
brace yourselves, and take care." Ms. Jaja shouted out. "Fire!"


Gasps drew
from the crowd as the seemingly empty M4 opened fire on the Hobgoblin.


One
armor-piercing shell blew from the gun barrel and cut the distance in an
instant.


Before heads
could turn to fix on the Hobgoblin several hundred meters away, it was
over.


The M4's shell
had struck, bounced off the gun mantlet and flown away out of sight.


Those who had
not been staring at the Hobgoblin all along would find no evidence that it had
even been attacked. It was unharmed, and the shooting had happened too quickly.


"Keep
your eyes on the Hobgoblin, and witness its strength!" Ms. Jaja shouted.
"Fire!"


Again the
engineer worked the console, and again the enslaved M4 Sentinel opened fire.


Now Adesh and
everyone else was watching, and everyone saw the shot, a green tracer like
every other shot fired by the Nochtish tanks, hit the Hobgoblin dead on, and
trail up toward the sky. Having stricken sloped armor, too thick to be
penetrated and too well-angled to burst against, the shell deflected entirely
and continued on a harmless trajectory overhead.


Over the awed
collective whispering of the troops, Ms. Jaja spoke once again.


"Our
Hobgoblins possess an effective thickness of 81 millimeters of armor on the
front, and over 50 millimeters of armor on the sides and back. Though the metal
itself is only around 50 millimeters thick at best, the careful design of the
armor makes it much more potent. Meanwhile, the M4 Sentinel has an effective
thickness of 60mm in front. Watch."


Across the
field from the M4, the Hobgoblin's engine roared to life. It moved back several
meters, adjusted its turret, and took aim for the M4 Sentinal. Ms. Jaja and the
engineer gave the M4 a wide berth, and staff waved the crowd a safer distance
from the targeted tank. Once everyone had cleared the way, the tanks had 800
meters of distance from each other and around 300 meters of distance to the
nearest human being, safe enough to shoot.


Ms. Jaja waved
her hand up at the Hobgoblin. A second later, its muzzle flashed red.


An inert armor
piercing shell fired from the Hobgoblin's gun. To the casual eye it seemed like
nothing happened: there was no big explosion. The M4 shook up and then lay
silent.


But those
positioned to see the M4's front, like Adesh, witnessed a hole
the size of a person's head sprouting as if spontaneously between the driver's
slit and the frontal machine gun. Metal shavings sprayed out of the hole as the
shell connected with the armor and sliced into the tank's interior. There
was a sound like a hammer striking a wall.


Ms. Jaja urged
everyone to come closer. Dozens of curious trainees approached the tank,
and took turns inspecting the hole, poking their head inside, surveying the
damage.


"As you
can clearly see, Nocht's equipment is not invincible. There is no gulf between
us. Nocht are mortals; they can be defeated. We are building weapons now that
will challenge them and bring us victory. But those weapons require you to
wield them." said Ms. Jaja.


Adesh stood in
silent reverence of the Hobgoblin and its potential. Inspired by his awe, all
of the tumult in his mind seemed to clear. The sight of the dead M4 was eerily
cathartic, cut fully down in front of them after inspiring such terror with its
very appearance.


In Bada Aso
they had struggled so much against Nocht and its weapons. Here, in the sterile
and peaceful environment of the training field, the vulnerability of the enemy
was finally laid bare in a way that everyone could see and understand. It was
heartening.


"Our
greatest weapon in this fight is you all. Without you, the tanks do not move
and the guns do not shoot. Nocht is human and fallible. You've nothing to
fear." Ms. Jaja said.


Her words
brought about a revolution in Adesh's heart and soul. He believed her.


Across the
field, hands went up in salute. Once laggard soldiers stood fully in attention.


After what
they had seen, the 1st Motor Rifles Regiment as a whole believed her now.


 


46-AG-30: Rangda
City, Training Field


As the day
wound down, Madiha left the stolid confines of her big desk and visited Kimani
at the training field. She wanted to see her again -- they hadn't
talked much at sea. She also wanted to get a look at her troops and their
training course, though she suspected that only minimal progress had been made
on the facilities there.


Madiha was
correct. Little had changed on the training field since she first saw it,
except for the troops running around on it, and tents set up at its edge and
now being taken down. She found Kimani sitting on the remains of a brick wall,
about knee-high, that had not been properly cleared out of a building lot. She
had her arms crossed, and was staring forward without expression. Hearing the
Colonel's footsteps, she glanced over her shoulder.


"Hujambo." Madiha
said. She approached the wall, walked around it, and stood at Kimani's
side with a small smile. "How far along are our prospective elite
soldiers?"


Kimani
grinned just a touch. "They can run and jump, so there's potential
there."


"I
see." Madiha chuckled. She crossed her arms and stared out at the field.


"How about
your office? Can you yell at the regional quartermaster over the phone?"


Madiha
shook her head. "We haven't even gotten the wires yet, much less the
sets."


Kimani
nodded. She pushed herself off the bricks to a stand.


She then
stepped forward and spread her arms, closing in on Madiha.


Madiha allowed
herself to be taken to Kimani's breast, wrapped in a familial embrace. They
were a little awkward; she was stiff, and Kimani's approach was just a
touch too strong and too close. Despite this it was the closest Madiha had
received to sororal or maternal love in decades. It felt strange but
comforting to be wrapped tight with someone older and bigger.


"Forget
this place for a moment. How are you holding up?" Kimani asked.


"I'm
doing better." Madiha said simply. "I'm stable, even without the
drugs."


"Good.
I was worried in Bada Aso. I wish I could have done more to help."


"It's
fine. We're here now; let's put it behind us. Bada Aso is burnt and
buried."


Kimani
raised her head from Madiha's shoulder and stared into her eyes.


"How
did you like the kachumber today?" Madiha asked idly, steering away the
topic.


Kimani gave
her a little smirk, stroking her head as if she was still the child she once
knew.


"It
was very good. Quite a relief too; I almost thought the city would try to
starve us."


When they
finally parted, Kimani looked at her face almost fondly, and patted her hair.


"You've
gotten more expressive, Chinedu. You remind me of that time." Madiha said.


"You've
changed too," Kimani said, "hopefully, the better to tackle this
unique predicament."


Both women
looked out over the field, where their troops ran laps, cleaned guns, dug a
series of latrines, and cleared out the remnants of walls and floors left on
the various empty lots, all for lack of any real combat training to do. It was
a pathetic sight on a military base.


No matter
how much anyone wanted to train, the deprived state of the regiment prevented
it. An army needed supplies for everything, even for the purposes of training
to fight.


Kimani and
Madiha had wanted to make a large, complicated training course in Rangda.


However the
supply situation was putting a damper on their well-laid plans.


There was
no pattern to what got delivered and what didn't. They had gotten the wood for
the climbing obstacles and for building model houses, but no concrete to build
the fake pillboxes. They had gotten steel posts, but no barbed wire with which
to line the ditches and fences for the digging and crawling drills. They
had gotten their tanks delivered from Solstice, but the ammunition, locally
produced to 76mm specification, was in short supply.


And the
amounts of the materials they did receive were a pittance compared to what they
needed. A 4-ton truck's worth of wood, a 2-ton truck's worth of steel, a
crate's worth of sandbags. It was maddening. They could still potentially
make a small, limited course that only four or five people could run at a time,
but that was simply unacceptable for them.


"This
is Mansa's doing. That much I know for a fact." Kimani said.


Madiha had
not told Kimani about what happened between her and the councilman, much less
between her and the councilman's toady Jota. She was surprised to hear her
come to that conclusion. It was starting to dawn upon officers like Minardo
that the situation was deliberately contrived against them; but it was another
thing entirely to single out Mansa.


"How
did you come to that conclusion?" She asked.


"I
know the history of this place. Once I heard he was here, I knew there would be
trouble between us. Rangda is doing what it has historically done best."
Kimani said.


Madiha
raised her eyebrows. "Deprive people?"


"Indeed.
Well-worded; Rangda has been a place of deprivation and ironclad control."


"I
only knew it was a major port; we conducted most of our foreign trade through
here."


Kimani
nodded. "Do you know who pushed for that to happen?"


Madiha
shook her head. She knew a lot about military history, about socialist theory,
about things that she needed and wanted and that she was interested in knowing.
She was quickly finding gaps in her knowledge when it came to other things;
never had she been so starkly confronted by things she did not know. It made
her life up to now feel almost simple.


"I'm
going to guess it was Mansa." She said. That dot was easy enough to
connect.


"Mansa
has a long, complicated history." Kimani said. "He was an imperial
bureaucrat here in Rangda at the turn of the millennium. Rangda had a
labyrinthine system of guild patronage at the time -- to get good jobs, and to
have any chance at a decent living, you had to join the labor guilds and
worship their associated political machines. You had to play their games. Mansa
got his standing through the vicious diplomacy of the period."


"And
anyone who failed this system sat at the bottom of society." Madiha said.


"Worse.
Old Rangda was a paradise built to hide a slum. You weren't even human
without patronage and access to the guild machines. Anyone who lifted you from
that poverty into the prestige of the guilds was like a god to you -- they
literally gave you life. It was the way of things here; nobody saw any
alternative. And it was a system fattened through the opening of the ports
to vast and lucrative foreign trade markets. It created a system of slavery and
slavers, professionals and peasants, all serving foreign currency."


Madiha
jumped a little ahead. "And those systems were not just bombed away
completely."


"Believe
me, we tried." Kimani said. "All of the Rangda that you see now is
new, at least physically. During the Civil War, we devastated the shining port.
I'm not proud of it. But it was a bastion for nationalists with foreign
support. The SDS burnt the city to ashes."


"I
understand." Madiha said. She didn't have to justify it to her.


Kimani
nodded. "Needless to say, it was violent. But culture isn't like a crop
blight. You can't just burn it away. Mansa went on to have a prominent
role in ending the Civil War. After the war, he brokered deals to reopen
foreign trade primarily through Rangda and Bada Aso. He wanted us to rejoin
foreign markets. He wanted to open the imperial vaults for this; but Lena
Ulyanova and Daksha Kansal blocked him from doing so. Once he backed off the
issue of hard currency, he proposed other ways, and they were acceptable to
everybody."


"And
he regained his standing in Rangda and Tambwe through this action." Madiha
said. She was quickly piecing together what Kimani's ultimate conclusion might
just be. "I suspect he or his family reformed those old imperial
guilds as the current Rangdan labor unions, correct? So during the period prior
to the Akjer incident, these unions would have been prestigious; the local
market in Rangda would have been flush with coveted foreign goods."


"More
or less. It's not the same as then, not by a longshot. But Mansa has a lot of
pull among people whose families and professions were at their peak back then;
and among the people they trained, the people they support. Generations have
carried this hero worship forward."


"Why
was all of this allowed to happen?" Madiha asked, a touch aggravated.


"Compromise
ended the bloodshed. Everyone wanted to believe in everyone else."


Madiha
shook her head. "I get it. We took him at his word, in good faith. So now,
he can use that to hamstring us with his pull on the unions. After all,
we're the KVW, the enemy that closed off the country's access to the outside
world and its rainbow of consumer goods."


It was an
ugly picture, but Kimani's expression seemed to confirm that this was the case.
Madiha had hoped the situation would not be so dire, but after this
conversation she could not deny that something quite rotten was happening all
around them. She hesitated to say 'something dangerous' or 'something
treasonous.' She dearly wanted the intra-Ayvartan violence of the Akjer period
to be over. But it seemed nothing could be easy.


She
supposed that was the same thing that Lena and Daksha had felt after the Civil
War. Both had dearly wanted the violence to be aware. So they believed; at
disastrous cost.


"This
is all just conjecture, of course." Kimani said.


"I've
had run-ins with Mansa and his subordinates that suggest otherwise."
Madiha said.


Kimani
rubbed her chin. "I see. In that case, I trust your judgment."


"I
just don't understand why he would do this. Does he want me to go up to him and
beg for my supplies? He must know I will not do that. Does he want us to vacate
Rangda? There are easier ways to accomplish that with his position. None of it
makes any sense."


"I
cannot fathom his motives either. This interference is too obvious." Kimani
said.


"Regardless,
we have no choice but to play along for now." Madiha said. She had started
to contemplate her options, but had very quickly run herself against a wall.
"Even if we contacted Solstice, they would demand an investigation or that
we take action. They would not just let us move somewhere else for refitting.
So we serve everyone's interests best by staying here, provoking Mansa and
seeing what his next move is."


"Whatever
order you give, I will follow." Kimani said.


Madiha released
a long sigh.


As the sun
started to set on Rangda, it became clear that they had not entirely escaped
Bada Aso or any of their problems. They had simply traded one Bada Aso for
another.


One siege for
a second; one war for another, perhaps worse war, longer-lived and far more
acrimonious; one enemy for a new, mysterious foe. It was like Akjer, all over
again. In that tiny coastal city the greatest betrayal of their young
nation had been orchestrated.


Madiha
quivered with the realization that this could easily become her Akjer.


In light of
this, the questions of supplies, of festivals, of her roaring heart, seemed so
petty.


There could
be no time for any of that in this situation.


"Chinedu,
I was wondering if I should--"


She felt
Kimani's hand land on her shoulder and squeeze.


"On
the 48th, If you have someone in mind to go with, then
go." Kimani said.


Madiha
looked over her shoulder at her with surprise.


Kimani
smiled, and patted her shoulder again in a friendly fashion.


"I was
a proper young woman with many suitors once. I can coach you."


Madiha
burst out laughing, so suddenly and clumsily that she was in part choking and
coughing and in part actually laughing. She felt a sense of relief, as if the
bad air clutching her heart and brain was being slowly released in the struggle
to breathe through her humor.


Though short
on supplies, at least Madiha was not short on moral support.


 


 




 


 






































39. The Fallen Front


 


35th of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


Ayvarta, Adjar
Dominance -- Bada Aso, Matumaini Street


Far in the
distance, the spiraling pillar of fire and smoke reached out to the heavens,
piercing the skies like a javelin hurled from hell. At the epicenter everything
burned in moments, and then the fire crept through everything flammable,
bursting through every gas line, every petrol tank, through cracks in the
streets and roads, over roofs.


It was the
most visible thing to the fleeing grenadier. There was nothing but that
hellish edifice at his back, and the whistling fires that swarmed over every
available surface.


In the heat
the flames took the shape of demon's hands, hungry and greedy.


He ran with
all of his might as the red fingers snatched at him from all sides.


Whenever
they closed he felt the burning, the agonizing, all-encompassing
heat.


There was
no part of his body that did not go white-hot, that did not hurt as if bubbling
and warping within his skin. He felt that he would melt, even in the open street.
He felt the agonizing pressure of the fires everywhere, building over his skin
and inside his guts.


His helmet
became hot a a frying pan and he threw it away
before it cooked his brains.


His vision
swam and he could only barely tell he was running by his own clumsy footfalls.


Everything
around him raged and thrashed, everything tore and shook and warped.


Angry red
tongues slithered from windows in a burst of glass and concrete.


Creeping
orange-blue claws reached from the cracking earth to seize him.


Where there
was not red fire there was black smoke that made him choke and cry.


Mid-run
he searched desperately in every pouch, every pocket. He threw away
everything but his gas mask, casting aside his smoking coat and his belts, and
donned the object. It was hot, and it hurt, but it cleared his head, allowing
him to breathe. Behind him his ammunition cooked off in its pouches. His coat
slowly disintegrated in the oven.


Everything hurt. His heart pounded, his teeth chattered,
and he screamed.


He screamed
for release, for some measure of relief. But he found no respite.


No street
numbers, no landmarks; everything wavered within the inferno.


Every
second that passed, he felt, as if time was slowed around him. He felt every
minute instant of pain, every touch of hurt over his flesh, a horrifying depth
of pain.


Layers and
layers of agony washed over him but he would not allow himself to stop.


He ran with
all of his might, knowing he would be consumed if he did not take each step.


With every
step he found the fires staying farther and farther behind. Sweet release!


Gathering
the last of his strength, he hurled himself past the fire and into smoke.


He found
his body slowly freed from the burning grip of the demons.


In front of
him, wavering in the haze, was the hole in the center of Matumaini.


That hole
that had been blown in by the artillery; it was the only form of cover.


He dashed
for the hole, hearing laughter in his head coming from all sides.


Bada Aso's
burning demons hungered for him, hungered for everything. 


"Help!
Help me!"


That voice
was not the demons and was not his own. It was his mother tongue, almost
forgotten in the scramble. He stopped at the edge of the aperture, and a
greater human instinct overtook him. His stressed body, outside the flame, found
some equilibrium, enough to pause, to take stock, to gather breath, and to scan
the surroundings.


He turned
his head over his shoulder and gazed into the creeping wall of fire.


How had he
escaped such a thing? He did not know.


"Help
me!"


Over the
strange crackling sound of the flames, he heard the voice again.


Dashing
away from the hole, the grenadier hurried to a nearby ruin, and pushed through
the half-collapsed doorway into the rubble. The building had become a skeleton
of rebar and concrete that held inside it a mound of gently smoking wood
and stone from its ceilings.


There was
another scream, and it was much closer. Quickly pushing away
rubble, the grenadier found a comrade, trapped under a chunk of board
and filler that had fallen.


"I'm here
to help you! Try to slide out when I pull it up!" He shouted.


Below him,
the trapped person, his face also covered by a gas mask, nodded his head. His
screams subsided into gasping, quavering cries between sharp, panicked
breaths.


The
grenadier seized the slab of debris and lifted it with all of his
strength.


From
beneath the rubble the trapped soldier slipped out and dashed to the door
without another word. The grenadier dropped the slab, and was about to go
after him, but the trapped soldier stopped at the door. He was framed
suddenly in a bright light.


In front of
them, a column of fire and smoke blew skyward from the Matumaini crater.


Black smoke
belched from the street and into their building, sucking out the air.


Once more
the heat began to permeate their environment.


Their
remaining clothes smoked.


While the
trapped man stood transfixed at the door, the grenadier slowly and gently
settled behind the mound of rubble, nestled into the bowels of the
ruin with his arms around his knees and his legs against his chest. All of
his energy had left him.


Outside the
fires crept and crept, until they overtook them, and everything.


 


36th of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


Ayvarta, Adjar Occupation Zone -- Kalu
Hilltops, Bada Aso Outskirts


Bada Aso,
jewel of the Adjar Dominance, became a ruin choked in smoke and bursting
with flames. Although the fires had long since reached their peak, having risen
so far that people swore to have seen them from the sea or beyond the
mountains, in their place they left a pillar of smoke, a black tower that
descended slowly overnight until it covered the area in a choking gloom. Inside
the cloud seething red bursts flashed every other hour, whenever something
new erupted, snapping like lightning contained in an earthbound sky.


There were
still things to burn, and so the unseen demons unleashed from beneath Bada
Aso's earth continued to feed. Some untouched gas line, some discarded petrol
container, some hidden pocket of the monstrous gas still dormant below the
red-hot earth; whatever the red claws of this monster grasped, instantly and
violently exploded and burned.


Von Sturm
stood dumbfounded atop a hill in the outskirts of the city. His blonde,
slightly wavy hair was disheveled, sticking up; he had not had the presence of
mind to gel it back into the smart style he usually wore. He was a short,
soft-faced man who looked as if too boyish, too unripe for war, and facing the
devastated city, his youth seemed all the more pernicious. It made
him seem smaller, helpless, easier to break where
he stood.


Through his
tear-swollen, reddened eyes and through the foggy lenses of his
binoculars, the General watched silently as the fire and
smoke carried on its implacable course.


One night's
fitful sleep was not enough to make sense of the scale of the carnage.
Yesterday he was leading a triumphant assault; today he was thoroughly beaten,
his forces, his battlefield, everything blasted to pieces too dramatically for
even the wildest imgination. For once, he had a sense of fear so strong that it
stifled his passion and a sense of confusion and helplessness that
overwhelmed his pride. He had no idea what to do.


It was as
if his mind had burnt away with the city, and there was only the holy awe left.


He was
staring into the billowing black face of a god as it ate his city, the city out
of which he was destined to lead a glorious campaign that would cement his name
in history. Matumaini, the Umaiha Riverside, Penance, the central districts,
the open, grassy north of the city upon which he had intended to blitz through
with his tanks, all of it was buried under that black cloud and the red
bursts that periodically raged enough to be seen through it.


Just after
the explosion, much of the city could still be seen, in the midst of its
destruction. As the survivors retreated from it, and the smoke slowly
descended, everything was obscured. At the edges of the city he could see fires
spreading as if fed by invisible magma.


Any farther
and the cloud became too thick to really see through. He could see
outlines, sometimes, when something exploded violently enough. Outlines of
ruined buildings that jutted at alien angles and seemed like architecture from
hell. Faces, he saw them too; groaning, hurting faces in the cloud; cheerful,
mad-driven grimaces in the fires--


That might
have been his own head. He was afraid to confirm these sights with others.


Nobody came
to fetch him, but the movement of the sun overhead indicated to Von Sturm that
a long time had passed. He had been transfixed with the flames and smoke, drawn
as if out of his own body to watch the devastation unfold in a dull, quiet
panic.


Slowly he
pried himself from the grip of Bada Aso. He scanned the surroundings with his
binoculars. He watched the road. A line of water-tank equipped Sd.Kfz B Squire half-tracks
wound their way toward the city, carrying a platoon of fire-fighters armed with
everything they could muster to fight the fires and look for survivors in the
black poison. Water guns, shovels, asbestos suits with oxygen masks; they were
diving into hell now.


In a time
that felt like another world away, Bada Aso and its port were critical to the
supply line running through Adjar and aiding in the push to Tambwe. Putting out
the burning city was necessary, but seeing it from the hill, Von Sturm found it
a hopeless task.


He felt a
strange desire to reach out with his hands and stop them. To tell them to stop.
To tell them that it was futile, that it couldn't be fought, that nobody would
be in there. That there was nothing here for them, on this continent, that they
should've never--


But he
stopped. Stopping them, stopping this,
meant the final death of him.


What else
could one call rendering irrelevant nearly a decade of one's life?


Von Sturm felt
the fear of a God much closer to him; the peril of his own existence.


There was
too much inertia here to stop. Too much inertia in the wheels of those armored
carriers, in the solemn hearts of those men, and in the angry, desperate need
of the man with the violent, noble surname who could not now stop. There was a
weight of history behind them that would-- no, must,
carry them all forward. In a fraction of a second, the doubt was dispelled from
him, and buried, and forgotten. Because it had
to be.


Von Sturm
left the holy awe behind and turned his back on Bada Aso as he turned his back
on all other useless things. For his simple ambitions, no introspection was
necessary. His heart hardened again, encased so that it could neither
breathe nor bleed in this war.


But It wouldn't be the same as before. His hands were still
shaking. His eyes were still red.


There was a
chain-link in him that had been inexorably severed, just as the 1st Vorkampfer
had been inexorably destroyed and Bada Aso inexorably burnt to the ground.


He returned
to his command post to await his demotion, and to seize back control of his
weary staff from the panic of the moment. Yelling at others would at least
distract him.


Far in the
background, another explosion raged within the cloud. Its sound shook him.


It was like
laughter.


 


42nd of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


Nocht
Federation, Republic of Rhinea -- Citadel Nocht, Soundproof Room


[START OF
RECORDING]


BERGER: It
is the 42nd of the Aster's Gloom.


FOSS: God
it sounds like a workshop rubberwheel. Is it on?


LEHNER: You
better hope so, because I'm not takin' any notes.


BERGER: It
is recording, mein herr.


FOSS: How
long can it go for?


BERGER: We
have an hour's worth of spool in the machine.


FOSS: Like
that bundle there on the table? Is that a spare?


BERGER: I
brought two spools just in case. We have two hours total.


LEHNER: We
probably won't even need one.


WEDDEL: So
it'll pick up our voices, and we can play it back?


FOSS:
That's the idea, yes. We can take notes without taking notes.


LEHNER: Berger
is a damn sight better than Mrs. Fress dying in slow motion on a chair.


BERGER:
Thank you, mein herr.


FOSS: Don't
encourage him.


WEDDEL: To
think a piece of wire can potentially carry my voice forever.


LEHNER: Don't
say anything you don't want to commit to history, Weddel!


WEDDEL: I'll
try to be responsible with my words.


FOSS: You'd
be the only one here.


BERGER: We
should introduce ourselves in the recording, otherwise it may be difficult for
future listeners to tell apart the differences in our voices and identify us.


FOSS: Fine.
I'm Cecilia Foss, presidential computer, secretary, speechwriter, etcetera.


LEHNER:
Achim Lehner, President of the Federation of Northern States.


WEDDEL:
Field Marshal Walter Weddel, Oberkommando Norden and Des Heeres.


BERGER: And
I am Emilia Berger, a communications engineer.


FOSS: The
purpose of this meeting is to discuss past and current events in the continent
of Ayvarta and to consolidate our information about the southern matter.


LEHNER:
Yikes, you're making it sound like a goddamn thesis.


FOSS: I'm
making it sound professional! As it should be!


LEHNER: For
my part, I just want to know what the fuck is going on down there.


FOSS:
You're such a brute! First we should establish context.


LEHNER:
Yeah, well, sure, okay, whatever. Context away.


FOSS: Ahem.
On the 18th of the Gloom, we put into action Generalplan Suden, a strategic
campaign to dismantle the political, economic, military and social structures
of the Socialist Dominances of Solstice and begin a new paradigm under the
former Empress Mary Trueday--


LEHNER: Uh,
the term we use is Empress-In-Exile, Cecilia.
She's not former anything.


FOSS:
Right. Empress-In-Exile. Anyway. Our objective for this campaign is to end the
rogue state of the SDS, thereby bringing needed stability to the region and to
the balance of global power as a whole. Not only will the destruction of the
SDS open Ayvartan markets and goods to Nocht, and the world at large, as well
as eradicate a sweeping social malaise in the world's south, but the fall of
communism will leave scores of saboteurs, anarchists, guerillas
and terrorists worldwide without an ally and supplier.


LEHNER:
Love it. God I'll sleep so easy once the Worker's International collapses.
After I've put my big grey metal boot on Solstice's goddamn neck and snapped it
they'll be left crying alone for mommy. They tried to start a
fucking factory riot a few days ago!


WEDDEL:
Well, I'm not so sure this war alone will take care of that, mister President.
Worker's International is a legal political organization, even if dubious and
at odds with--


LEHNER:
Weddel don't ruin my dreams like this, man. Be gentle with me here.


FOSS: Let
the man have his fantasies while we return to context. What was the makeup
of forces for Suden, Weddel? What did we activate on the 18th of the Gloom?


WEDDEL:
Well. I was only involved in planning at an advisory capacity, but if I
recall correctly, the Task Forces were codename Stonewall, starting
in Cissea with 20 Divisions and codename Lee in Mamlakha with 30
Divisions, for an opening wave of about 550,000 men and several thousand
machines. In 15 days, an additional 10 Divisions should have been added to
Stonewall. Give or take reinforcements, the plan was for 100 Divisions in
the final operation, for a total of 1.2 million men to be deployed by next
year.


FOSS: And
the strategic objectives for Suden, as originally envisioned?


WEDDEL: Two
simultaneous thrusts from Cissea and Mamlakha. Stonewall's Cissean thrust would
have begun in the Adjar dominance, and moved north and east along the upper
curve of Ayvarta and into North Solstice. Lee's Mamlakhan thrust would go
through Shaila and Dbagbo, along the lower curve of Ayvarta, mirroring
Stonewall. Both thrusts are to meet at Solstice in the middle of the
desert, take the city at any cost, and end the war that way.


LEHNER: We
also wanted the elves and the orientals to help by
attacking from the northwest and northeast, but those plans have been delayed
until next month it seems.


FOSS: They
said they required thirty days to reorganize themselves for battle, and then
however long it takes them to launch the actual attacks according to our plans.


LEHNER: I'd
be happy if they just did SOMETHING within the next week or so.


WEDDEL: That
seems unlikely at the moment. But they still have plenty of time.


FOSS:
Right. On paper, the campaign was to last 180 days at the most,
starting in Aster's Gloom of 2030 and ending definitively by the Lilac's Bloom
of 2031 after seizing Solstice.


LEHNER: Are
we even sure taking Solstice would end the war?


WEDDEL:
While the Ayvartans possess another powerful industrial fortress in Chayat,
Solstice is the rooted center of their communications, command and control, and
all of their political and logistical apparatus. Chayat can't run a
centrally-planned economy.


LEHNER:
That's kind of reassuring, but
play along here: what the hell happened after? Those first few days were so
triumphant, but it's been doom and gloom the past week.


WEDDEL:
Well, that is where it gets tricky, isn't it? We've suffered several setbacks.
I'm not in charge of the theater, but I've been poring over documents and
reports, I've gotten a picture of it. Operation Monsoon, the initial border
battle and subsequent push into Adjar and Shaila, was successful. We routed
scores of Ayvartan forces, including almost a whole Army pocketed in
Shaila. We destroyed hundreds of Ayvartan planes on the ground within hours of
the invasion, and thousands of Ayvartan tanks were destroyed in ensuing battles
within the first two weeks. We thought that would be enough. That was our
problem.


FOSS: I
still see it as more a failure of intelligence than anything else.


LEHNER: I
thought we had plenty of information. We planned this very thoroughly! I
checked in at the offices every day, there were always maps and tables strung
up!


WEDDEL: Our
planning was thorough, but misdirected. Let me give you an example. Operation
Monsoon was supposed to destroy the bulk of Ayvartan manpower in Adjar and
Shaila within days by forcing a decisive battle near the border and sweeping
through every escape route in a rapid, encircling advance. However, Ayvarta's
distributed system of manpower meant that the concentrations at the border were
much smaller than anticipated. We knew Ayvarta's armies were small and
geographically unable to support one another. But we didn't account
for how distributed the armies were within their own territories.


LEHNER:
There's a lot going on there. Okay. Let me get this straight. So it wasn't just
that 100,000 troops were stationed far apart in Adjar and Shaila, which is what
we put on a map. We didn't account for where inside Adjar and Shaila those small
amounts could be?


WEDDEL:
Exactly, Mr. President. In Adjar, the overwhelming bulk of armed opposition was
stationed far north of the border, and could not be encircled in the first few
days as planned. We wasted precious time driving through every village and town
searching for Ayvartan manpower, weapons and supplies long since gone. We
cast a net into a dry river.


LEHNER: We
assumed they would defend their border with everything they had at their
disposal. Or the bulk, at least. I mean, that shit only makes sense, you know?
Why the heck would they have Battlegroup Ox manpower in central Adjar, or near
Tambwe?


WEDDEL:
Their border in Adjar being lightly defended was a blunder on their part, but
it ended up defusing our plans entirely. When we gave chase to Ox, it was too
late. We had wasted too much time combing through lower Adjar, and they had
reconvened north. We ended up overstretched, with only the motor and tank
troops able to reach Bada Aso and engage Battlegroup Ox before they
got the chance to fully fortify the city.


LEHNER:
That's why the air force got hurled at Bada Aso in such a sloppy fashion?


WEDDEL:
Yes, Von Sturm and Kulbert believed that the only way to "catch up"
to Bada Aso and make up the manpower differential was a quick bombing campaign.


FOSS: And
then Bada Aso happened as it happened.


LEHNER:
What exactly happened at Bada Aso? Explain it to me like I'm dumb. We lost
twenty thousand men on that last day alone, on the 35th. How does that happen?


WEDDEL:
It's still being investigated. We don't know. It might have been a secret
Ayvartan weapon. If it is, they have not used it since then. Some investigators
claim it might have been a natural disaster. But Bada Aso still isn't very safe
to explore. We may never know exactly what happened, unless we secure Ayvartan
confessions post-war.


LEHNER:
That's real unsatisfying. I can't live with that in the back of my head.


WEDDEL:
Those are our alternatives.


FOSS: Von
Sturm's incompetence lit a fire under his arse that eradicated our men.


LEHNER: Now there's something I'm
willing to believe.


WEDDEL:
Well. We criticize Von Sturm and Kulbert for the conduct of that battle, but I
must say, they made the correct call strategically. Look at the damage the
Ayvartans did with a few days time to dig in. Imagine if we gave them weeks instead? Rushing to Bada Aso made the most sense.
It was the best option out of a slate of very bad options. We had to disrupt
the Ayvartans as much as possible to have any chance to seize Bada Aso's port.


FOSS: I've
conducted a few interviews that suggest the tactical conduct of that battle was
a comedy of errors. I wouldn't be so quick to praise little Sturm for anything.


WEDDEL: I
don't know anything about that. It could very well have been that way. But
talking pure strategy, he made the right call. How is the 1st Vorkampfer
reacting now?


FOSS:
Morale in what was once the 1st Vorkampfer is at a catastrophic low these days.
Thousands of seasoned veterans from Cissea are dead -- no amount of
reinforcements can replace that. Survivors have no confidence in the unit after
the brain drain that's resulted. And the survivors are not confident in their
prospects, and much less in their leadership.


LEHNER: I
thought we broke up the Vorkampfer, didn't we? What's happened there?


FOSS: We
slapped together all the remains into a "13th Panzer Division."


LEHNER:
Jeez. It's hard to keep all these guys' numbers straight in my head.


FOSS: Don't
fret; with this wave of reinforcements to Ayvarta we're deploying the
corps headquarters and army commands, so the organization will become simpler
after that.


LEHNER: Not
simple enough for these migraines.


FOSS: Poor
dear. Want a kiss to make it better?


LEHNER:
Right now I just want an updated map of this nonsense.


FOSS: Who's
to say you can't have both? Tee hee.


WEDDEL:
Ahem. There is good news in Shaila and Dbagbo, however.


LEHNER:
Does it reverse the bad news?


WEDDEL: Not
exactly.


LEHNER:
Then I don't care, Weddel! I want to know what's going wrong so I know who I
should start firing to fix it. I brought you here for kindling, not cotton
candy.


FOSS: He's
no better at kindling than Braun!


WEDDEL: I'm
a strict disciplinarian, but I can't chastise an army a world away.


LEHNER:
Volunteering?


WEDDEL:
Goodness, no. No! I much prefer Oberkommando Norden.


FOSS:
Really? Sunny beaches, moist air, exotic wildlife, beautiful women--


WEDDEL:
Sunburn, disease, monstrosities, and armed communist insurgents.


LEHNER:
God. We should've just brought Braun in to make us depressed.


WEDDEL: To
steer ourselves back: Shaila is fully under our boot, and Dbagbo is next to
fall. Our supply lines are stretched, but we are making incredible progress for
26 days of fighting. Supplies and manpower are building up rapidly. Even Von
Sturm's unit has reconstituted enough to complete its movement to the Tambwean
border, where Field Marshal Haus will meet it and try to stabilize the situation
and continue the attack.


LEHNER:
Dietrich is finally off the boat? That's the one bit of good news I wanted!


FOSS:
You're so excited! Let the records show, the President is excited.


LEHNER:
Dietrich is a mean sonofabitch. I've seen him snap men over his knees.


WEDDEL: If
there's one man who I believe could do such a thing to an army, it's him.


LEHNER: So
what happens next Weddel? Share some more of this optimism.


WEDDEL: Ha,
I thought you wanted bad news?


LEHNER:
News of Dietrich taking care of things always turns me around.


WEDDEL:
Very well. I believe limited offensives will be carried out next to maintain
pressure while the Task Forces consolidate, and the Army commands are set up.


FOSS:
Judging by the AG-40 maps, it's looking like quite a daunting job!


WEDDEL:
Right now there are clusters of units separated by a hundred kilometers or
twice that in some sectors. They definitely need time and an opportunity to
catch up. Supply lines have to be stretched out from the ports up into newly
conquered areas and further to the front. Reinforcements have to be
moved. It will take time, and whatever is at the front will have to make
do until everything can be set in order.


FOSS: I'm
sure Dietrich will whip them into shape. It's practically his hobby.


LEHNER: God
I'm gonna sleep so good tonight. Dietrich is gonna fix
ALL the problems.


FOSS: Aww,
you're so fond of him, it's kind of cute-- hmm, what's that noise?


BERGER:
Excuse me. It seems like the machine is taking issue.


FOSS: Do these
recorders always sound like they're munching glass?


BERGER: We
may have to recalibrate the recorder, it is using wire too fast.


LEHNER:
Fine, we'll reconvene later. What happens to this recording now?


BERGER: We
create copies for editing, archival, dissemination if necessary.


LEHNER: Cut
out the parts where Cecilia is talking nonsense.


FOSS: Edit
it so I'm the
president. It would be an improvement on reality.


LEHNER:
Hey! Listen here you. I try my best and I work hard.


BERGER:
I'll take requests once the spool is changed.


LEHNER:
Atta girl!


[END
RECORDING]


 


45th of the Aster's
Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


Ayvarta,
Adjar Occupation Zone -- Kalu Hilltops, North


Supply
drops had long ceased to be happy events. Their infrequency and the
disappointment felt division-wide at the contents of each delivery, led the
landsers to feel only bitterness at the sight of the thick Stud trucks making
the rounds up and down from Dori Dobo.


Nobody
crowded the trucks anymore. Only Kern and Aschekind awaited them; the driver,
long since tired of arguments and blame, remained stubbornly inside the cab.


Corporal
Kern Beckert was far too familiar with the waiting and
disappointment.


It was too
early, he thought, to be awake for this business. He was only as awake as he
was because the Lieutenant had woken him. Aschekind was a massive man, heads
taller than Kern, much broader, a slab of muscle buried beneath a trenchcoat
and cap. For someone so rough-looking, the Lieutenant had so far been mostly
accommodating. Kern had never turned down a request from him, however, for fear
of his attitude changing.


Aschekind had
not woken him with words. His mere presence, letting in light into the tent,
was enough to shake anyone. Kern followed him out, and there they stood,
waiting.


In the
distance, the old Stud model 3-ton truck from General Auto approached along an
ancient dirt road, through an avenue of tall grass encircled by the tree line.
The Stud drove until adjacent to them, and paused momentarily. Lieutenant
Aschekind turned around, and like a loyal dog the truck followed him. Kern
followed in the truck's smoking wake.


Though he
had served in the once-illustrous 1st Vorkampfer as they triumphantly marched
on Bada Aso, Kern was more a jittery boy than a seasoned veteran. He felt ever
more childish whenever he had to accompany the Lieutenant on these routine
tasks. Too intimidated to lead any maneuver, Kern confined himself to
staring at the Lieutenant's back.


It did not
help that his unit was in as pathetic a shape as he felt himself to be in.


After being
explosively expelled from Bada Aso, the Vorkampfer remnants had been scattered
across the Kalu, a stretch of rolling green hills, rocky escarpments
and a patchwork of dense forest that marked the transition from Bada Aso
and Adjar to the verdure of Tambwe farther north. It took almost a week to
gather everyone farther north of the burning city and inform them of their
preliminary new assignments.


That
assignment would be reorganizing into the new 13th Panzer Division.


Currently
the nascent Division was series of small clusters of tents spread across a
peaceful wooded stretch of the Kalu near the Umaiha river
in northern Ajdar. Each encampment housed a company-sized formation still
clinging to its own as if distrustful of higher command. Lieutanant Aschekind
was in charge of this one, known as Camp Ash.


They were
short on everything, and had not spoken to a rank above Captain in days.


Trucks like
this old Stud should have been a shining light, but they hardly helped. Camp
Ash needed a train cart full of supplies to equip its 300 men. But
there were no trains, no boats, no planes. Only the
wood, and only a truck of food and water every other day.


Their
supply area was downright paltry. As it approached, the truck seemed big enough
to have taken all of the tents and all of the food and ammunition they had left
with it.


Once
acknowledged and pointed to where he had to go, the driver backed up the
truck. He stopped close to one of the supply tents erected under the shade of a
cluster of trees, and killed the engine. This was the signal for unloading to
begin without him.


Lieutenant Aschekind
pulled down the ramp at the back of the truck. A foul smell suddenly wafted out
from inside the canopy tarp and from between the crates inside the truck
bed.


When the
smell hit Kern's nose he recoiled physically.


It was
disgusting, a salty smell, cloying and dense.


The
Lieutenant climbed the ramp; it was implicit that Kern must climb with him.


He
reluctantly stepped up onto the bed and soon tearfully regretted his decision.


Inside the
back of the truck they found a complete mess. Crates had overturned in transit.
Many had been broken, and the rations inside had been contaminated and stank.
Several water cans had fallen on their caps, which broke and spilled water that
collected on ration boxes. Those cans which had managed to remain upright, had
lost their contents mysteriously. Perhaps to evaporation in the arid central
plains of Adjar.


Kern
covered his mouth and nose with his hands and turned away from the sight.


Lieutenant
Aschekind, livid, stomped out of the truck and snatched the driver from
the cab.


He threw
the man into the bed, slamming him into one of the broken crates.


Kern winced
as the man quivered on the bed of the truck, disoriented.


"I
demand an explanation." Aschekind said, in a low, deliberate,
dangerous voice.


Shaking,
the driver glanced over his shoulder and caught a glimpse of the mess.


"I-- I
don't know! I had nothing to do with this! I just pack the boxes in and hurry
out!"


Aschekind
scoffed, staring the man down. "That is exactly the problem."


"I was
just told to drive here as fast as possible!" shouted the driver.


"Then
you had better drive back as fast as possible." Aschekind said.


"I'll get
another truckload! I'll-- I'll be more careful with it! I promise!"


"Get
moving." Aschekind shouted. His voice was like the grunt of a rhinocerous.


He waved
for Kern to leave the truck, and the young landser stepped off the ramp.


Left alone,
the driver scrambled back into the cab and without so much as another glance at
the soldiers he whirled the truck back around and rushed out of the trees.


Kern
watched the truck go, his stomach growling miserably, still upset by the
stench. Once it had vanished down the little hill at the edge of the camp,
disappearing behind the grasses, Kern gave their little supply tents a
depressed once-over. They would be even smaller and more depleted soon enough.
It had taken days for that truck to come.


Unlike the
young landser, the Lieutenant committed none of his time to sulking.


"We
will need water." Aschekind said. He turned to Kern. "Food we can
acquire."


Kern nodded
his head. During basic training he had been told that a man could survive the
average Ayvartan climate for a week without food, but only a day without water.
He had also been instructed as to where he could acquire water in a survival
situation, and while there were no cactus plants nearby, there was one obvious
location that came to mind.


"What
about the Umaiha? We can collect water from there." Kern said.


Aschekind
wasted no time shutting him down.


"Not
for drinking. Unless you desire to catch an exotic southern disease."


Kern
averted his eyes. So much for basic training. He turned back toward the
road.


"Where
then?" He asked.


Aschekind
sounded solemn. "There was an Ayvartan village on the way here."


"What?
But we can't trust them! They're the enemy aren't they?" Kern said.


He wasn't
even sure why the words left his mouth. He thought he had given things better
thought than this. All throughout Bada Aso his mind had wandered and turned
over his purpose for being here, and the idea of what the Ayvartans were. He
had seen so many, fought so many, killed so many of
them. He had spared a few too.


Now they
were again "the enemy," just that, nothing more. He was afraid of
them.


It was an
ugly reflex that he hated, but it was what overcame him in that instant.


Captain
Aschekind did not reveal any emotion to him. He didn't even blink.


"They
are not the enemy, Beckert. They are civilians. I will send someone else."


The landser
gulped, trying to swallow down his childish trepidation toward the task.


"No,
I'll go." Kern said suddenly. "I-I've got nothing to do. I want to be
useful."


There was
no pause to punctuate the moment. It was as if the Lieutenant expected this.


"I
pray you do not make a mess of things." Aschekind said. "Listen well.
Find one man to accompany you. Take the Sd.Kfz B that we hid in the bushes, and
load it with the water tank. Remove the Norglers from it. Put this on the radio
antenna." From his coat, Aschekind withdrew a white towel and deposited it
firmly on Kern's open palms. "Drive south and east along the dirt road.
You can't miss the village, it will be at your side. Fill the tank with water
at the village well. Use your Ayvartan phrasebook. Remember: you come in
peace."


Kern nodded
his head. He pulled his rifle off his shoulder, and dropped it near the supply
tents along with its bayonet, all of his stripper clips of 7.92 ammunition, all
of his flares and his stick grenades. "Coming in peace" meant no long
weapons and no explosives of any designation. Only his sidearm, which he
was clear to take with him anywhere.


Saluting
his commanding officer, Kern marched back toward the dirt road, crossed it, and
beyond the grasses on its other side he entered a cluster of woods under which
the barracks had been established. It was not much of an accommodation. Their
company was living out of a tent village, five men to a small tarp, and ten men
to a larger one.


Kern passed
his own tent, slid down a little slope in the dirt, and found a small tent
braced around a thick, arching tree root. He pulled open the flap and knocked
on a man's head.


"Voss,
wake up. We're going somewhere." Kern said authoritatively.


Voss groggily
raised his head from a sack he was using as a pillow. "Where?"


"A
village. We need to get water. Lieutenant's orders." Kern said.


"Can I
drive?" Voss asked, smiling blearily.


Kern
nodded, chuckling to himself.


Voss was
perhaps the closest thing he had to a friend in the armed forces. They had met
in Bada Aso, lost their entire unit together, and nearly burned alive. He was
older than him, perhaps by a decade even, but Kern never dared to ask by
exactly how much.


Together,
the two of them crossed the dirt road once more, this time farther across from
the supply area and into a dense part of the forest that had yet to be cleared
of low lying bushes. There were no tents here, but behind some of the greenery,
Kern found the Sd.Kfz B, with its broad nose and open bed, fully armored. He
climbed on the back, unhinged the Norgler machine guns from their posts, and
threw them back into the bush. He attached the white towel to the radio
antenna. Hopefully it was a visible enough sign of good intention.


Once the
water tank was set up on the back of the half-track, Voss took the wheel.


"You
ok with fast, Kern? Because I only learned to drive one speed." He
said.


"We do
need to hurry, but please take care--"


Voss
started the engine and hit the igniter repeatedly to make noise.


"I
can't hear you over this baby purring like that! I assume you're ok!"


Before any
further protest could be made, Voss rammed his foot on the pedal.


Thankfully
for both of them, the top speed on a Squire was 52 km/h, which, although
speedy, was not as life-threateningly fast as a Wilford car would have been in
Voss' hands. At Voss' insistence, the Half-Track sped through the bush at top
speed, turned onto the road and drove downhill and then eastward in the
direction of the Kucha, following the dirt road.


It was
quite cramped inside the compartment of the Squire. There was barely enough
room for the driver and the passenger. They did not even have doors, only a
window on each side and two small windows in front. Behind them, the infantry
bed looked quite inviting, much more spacious and open. One could only exit the
vehicle by jumping over the side of the bed.


"Go on
out! We'll take turns driving and standing, to keep comfy."


"I'm
not sure I can drive it!" Kern said.


"It's
easy! You just go forward. I'll teach you. Go get some air."


Voss pushed
Kern, and the landser stepped out of the driving compartment and stood up on
the bed, clinging onto the roof of the cab. There was a much clearer field of view.
Instead of metal, the predominant smell was the pungent odor of thick, moist
grass.


At their
side the treeline sped past, and the grasses swayed with the wind. On the road
there was open blue sky overhead, as the canopy did not extend enough to cover
it.


Kern pulled
off his garrison cap and stuffed it in his jacket as it threatened to fly away.
His blond hair was still short but had grown enough to whip a little in the
wind. He didn't mind it. Soon they left the trees behind and the wind blew
faster and freer. Past the trees they saw the mountain range in the
distance, stretching on a scale too grand to fathom, curling around the eastern
edge of the Kalu. The Kucha mountain range was enormous enough to cleave the
lower half of the Ayvartan continent into two fairly distinct
regions.


Perhaps
half-way through the journey, they switched places. Kern sat on the driver's
seat, pressed the pedal down gently, and kept the wheel steady. Slowly they
began to lose the speed Voss had accrued, but they were going steady. It was
easier than Kern had thought.


Voss
stepped outside, and stuck his head up into the wind, smiling brightly.


"It's
almost like a greeting card landscape!" He said. "Except for us
two!"


He had a
grin on like a fox. Kern had to silently disagree with him. He thought Voss
looked rather picturesque. When they met, Kern thought he looked scruffy, with
a patchy beard and messy hair. In the hospital, they had cleaned him up
completely. Now he looked younger, a bit stubbly, but with fine facial features. He
was almost a pretty-boy.


Meanwhile,
Kern was only average-looking boy from the farmlands of the northern
federation, he thought. Blond-haired, blue-eyed, athletic enough,
fine-featured. His clean face was starting to grow a little stubble. He didn't
want a beard, but he hated shaving.


He was in
all things unimpressive, unlike Voss, unlike Aschekind.


Voss was
not outside for long however. He quickly asked to switch places.


"I
prefer to be behind the wheel." He said, tapping Kern on the shoulder.


Once he
took control again, he instantly hit the limits of the Squire's speed again.


Kern found
that Lieutenant Aschekind had been right about the village -- he definitely
could not have missed it. Following the road down another hillside, they found
the village stretching out below them, a stretch of brick houses divided by a
little brook, a thin vein linking the village to the Umaiha river.
It was a rustic place of unpainted buildings each with a neighboring tree,
criss-crossing dirt paths, and personal garden plots. As they drove closer,
Kern saw men and women working on collecting herbs and tomatoes and squash.


As one the
villagers peered over their gardens and through their windows as they heard the
sound of the engine. They stood, transfixed, as the Sd.Kfz. drove closer and
parked on the road just meters away from a communal granary on the outskirts of
the village. Kern saw a few curious people coming closer to the road, but most
of the villagers kept their distance.


"What
should we do?" Kern said. He searched his coat for his phrasebook.


"Go
talk to them. Say you come in peace." Voss said.


"You'll
be staying here then?" Kern asked.


"I'll
watch your back. Anything bad happens, shout. I'll drive in."


Kern was
skeptical that he would even hear any shouting over the noisy engine.


Phrasebook
in hand, flipping to the page for greetings, he jumped off the side of the bed
and walked down the road. Past the granary was the first little grouping of
shelters. Square brick buildings with flat tin and wood roofs, standing up from
the ground on squat columns of rock. They looked weathered and old. Tall,
dark-haired, deep bronzed women dressed in what Kern could only describe as
colorful drapes and robes, some carrying children or holding them by the hand,
stood guarded on porches and doorways, staring at him.


"Hujambo!"
Kern shouted, waving his hand.


Nobody
replied. They continued to stare at him. A few moments later, men had joined
the women in the houses. They were all dressed similarly, though some men bared
their chests. They stood with the women -- perhaps wives, fathers, brothers, he
didn't know. Kern stood in place, keeping a dozen meters from the nearest
house, still standing at the edge of the road. He feared encroaching on the
families. He flipped through his book.


"Um, Paani,
chahiye, mujhe?" He said; he was trying to ask them for water.


Again there
was no response. Merely staring; there was a variety of expressions on their
faces, but in his anxiety Kern could not tell whether they were angry or
fearful or what.


When the
units that would come to be known as the 13th Panzer Division first rolled
through here, they had each left the village well alone and traveled quickly
past. So much so that Kern barely remembered coming through here. Perhaps
he had been asleep at the time. At any rate it would be the job of the
transitional authority and the security divisions to "assist in the smooth
transfer of governmental power," whatever that meant -- it was far from
Kern's task or any landser's task to take over these villages. As a
line unit, they fought Ayvartan line units. They did not act as police or
diplomats or governors.


Kern
wondered what could be going through the villager's minds, seeing him standing
there, his armored vehicle in the background, shouting at them broken words of
their language. He had not been trained to talk to them, to negotiate with
them. In the back of his mind, he told himself that he had only been trained to
kill them. He felt disgusted --disgusted with this. Disgusted with himself for
having the gall to appear before them and ask for favors.


He tried
again, reading the pronunciation keys for the words, slowly enunciating them.


Someone
shouted something back. A woman waved her hand at him. It was a throwing
gesture, but nothing was thrown. Perhaps she was telling him to go away. He
sighed.


"Paani--"


"Please
be quiet. Your voice only offends us."


He heard
words of perfect Nochtish and his head snapped to the source of the sounds.


Coming in
from around the houses was a woman, a familiar sort of woman, pretty,
slender, short compared to several of the Ayvartans but average height for
him. She had long, flowing golden hair and blue eyes. Her skin was a light
olive color, fair, and her lips thin and painted red; she wore a modest black
dress, with a white shawl, and a small black cap.


Around her
slender neck hung a necklace with a golden cross.


There was
one incongruity -- a pair of noticeably sharp ears. She was of elvish
descent.


And she was
unhappy with him, clearly. He read nothing but hatred on her face.


Kern bowed
his head in respect. She was a sister of the Messianic church.


"Do
not bow to me, but to the God you shun. Why are you here?" She asked.


She
approached to within a few steps of him. For some of the way there were a few
Ayvartan women with her, but they stayed behind as she stepped within Kern's
presence.


"I'm
sorry sister, I'm Corporal Kern Beckert of the 13th Panzer Division of the
Federation of the Northern States Task Force Stonewall, Oberkommando
Suden." He said quickly.


"We
walk under God, Corporal." She said, a common phrase of introduction or
greeting among certain sects of the church. "My name is Selene Lucci. I'm
no longer an official nun for Ayvarta's tenuous connection to the church was
cut by the See five years ago. You need not call me sister. I do not want
your honorifics. What is your business here? You ought to leave us
all alone. You've done damage enough already." She said.


Kern
averted his eyes from her, cowed by the swift barrage of words. He could not
muster a reply immediately. He knew she was right and it made him
stop to simmer a few seconds.


"My
unit is in desperate need of water supplies." He said, staring at her
shoes.


"Drink
from the river Umaiha." She said. Her tone of voice was painfully unconcerned.


"We
might catch diseases from the river." Kern pathetically replied.


"Welcome
to the struggle for life, Corporal." Selene said sarcastically.


"Please,
we just want to fill our water tank from the well." Kern begged.


"And
you will leave after?" Selene asked.


Kern
nodded. He felt lower than a gnat picking at one of her ears.


Her
disapproving expression softened slightly.


She turned
around, shouting something at the villagers, and turned back.


"Tell
your man to follow us, but to keep his truck the length of your pump hose
behind us. I will lead you slowly to the water well. You will draw, and then
you will leave. Talk only to me -- do not address anyone else. Do not go near
anyone else. Just me."


Without a
word more she started ambling casually toward the village.


Kern ran
clumsily back toward the Sd.Kfz. B. He raised his head through Voss'
window.


"Who's
the broad? She's a real diamond in this dung-pile." Voss said, grinning.


Kern shook
his head at him. "Follow us, and keep a wide berth."


"Aww.
I kinda wanted to get her name."


"Shut
up and go."


Kern slapped
his hand twice on the side of the Squire and then ran forward.


Voss
started slowly behind him.


When
Kern caught back up to Selene she was winding around past the houses
again. They cut through the center of the village. There was a wooden building
still flying the Hydra flag -- Kern felt intimidated by its presence, but there
seemed to be nobody there. He saw another construction he recognized as one of
those Civil Canteens, also empty. Much of the town square, such as it was,
consisted of these abandoned official buildings.


"You
needn't become alarmed. Locals work out of these buildings. There are no
communist agents here unless you consider every citizen one." Selene said.


Kern nodded
his head silently. Following the elf across the main dirt path through the
village, and over a little bridge across the brook, he tried not to stare
intently at anything or anyone. There were villagers, all frozen in place
wherever they happened to have been upon his arrival, staring, guarded. There
were maybe a few hundred people.


Every so
often Selene would say something in Ayvartan, or respond to a shouted question
by one of the villagers. She sounded quite skilled in that language too.


"Are
there any soldiers here?" Kern asked.


Selene
bristled. "Do you realize what you are doing here, Corporal?"


She turned
her head over her shoulders, glaring at him.


"You
are a stone's throw away from our farmlands -- collective farmlands. You
have come here to destroy everything we need to live. Don't think
we do not know it."


She said
nothing more to him. Kern felt initially shocked, and didn't understand. What
did a collective farm have to do with him? Her words had stunned him. Of
course, a moment's worth of evaluation led him to the quick truth. Collective
farms were a thing done by the government in Solstice. Nocht did not come here
to uphold such concepts.


For all he
knew the villagers might think he was here to steal their land.


Thinking
about it further, that was exactly what he was doing.


He wanted
desperately to leave. He didn't want to stay here another second.


Behind them
the Sd.Kfz half-track dutifully followed. The villagers gave it a very wide
berth, and it in turn gave them plenty of space as well. Eventually, Selene
nodded her head mysteriously at Kern, and Kern, seeing the village's water well
ahead, signaled for the half-track to stop. Voss immediately hit the brake, but
he did not kill the engine.


Kern walked
back to him.


"So
what's her name?" Voss asked amicably.


"Selene.
It doesn't matter."


"Says
you! So what's the plan?"


"We'll
get the water and go."


"Sounds
good. These folks are creepy as hell. I hate that I can't understand what they
say. They could be plotting something and we wouldn't know what." Voss
replied.


Kern
sounded exasperated. "They're not plotting anything. Just calm down."


He walked
past Voss' window and climbed on the back of the bed, where they had tied
the water tank to the end of the half-track using steel climbing wire.
Kern removed a very heavy red cloth pack fastened to the back of the
water tank and set it down on the bed. He unpacked, fueled up and assembled the
"portable" water pump, which had its own little engine, and attached
one hose to the tank. He dragged the other length of water hose back out toward
the well, where Selene stood sentinel beneath the trees.


They were
far enough from the village now that there was not an Ayvartan for several
hundred meters. The well was in a little thicket of trees straddling the
eastern-most side of the village, well past the brook, well past the last
houses. Kern thought perhaps this was not the well the villagers normally used
-- but looking down into it, there was plenty of water within the stone
cylinder cut into the earth. It suited his purposes just fine.


He dropped
the hose into it, ran back, started the pump, and returned to the well.


Water
started to suck into the house. Now it was just a matter of time.


He looked
up from the well at Selene, who crossed her arms and watched him.


"Thank
you." He said.


She did not
reply. She merely stared at him.


Kern felt a
stirring of shame in his stomach. He wanted to talk to her -- he found it so
confusing that she would be here, that she would be accepted among these
people.


His voice
shook as he overcame his anxiety. "Can I ask you a question?" He
said.


"I've
not much choice but to endure it." Selene quickly replied.


"Why
are you here?" He asked. It was not eloquent, but it go to the point.


Selene
sighed lightly. "I was sent here on a mission years ago."


"I did
not know the Messianic church sent missions to Ayvarta."


"They
used to, but only when they needed to be rid of scandalous nuns."


Her voice
was so cutting and direct, it made Kern feel more childish and petty.


"Are
you a communist? Is that why you remain here?" Kern asked.


"I am
whatever one is when one tries to live peacefully here." Selene sharply
said.


Kern
thought her expression was proud and haughty and it upset him a little.


"Are
you an atheist now too then?" He asked, a little more directly than he
wanted.


"I
have found God in this land to be quite flexible." She replied.


Kern almost
felt annoyed with her answer, but he tried to keep calm.


"Solstice
killed millions to make the country to go communist. Is God flexible enough now
to condone that? Does He turn his head from that history now?" Kern said.


He didn't
even know why he was arguing, much less why he was saying the things in the
leaflets he got when he was shipped here to fight. He had a reflex to explain
himself, to defend himself, but the words in his head and the words in his
mouth came out muddled and he knew he was not succeeding. He knew he was not
convincing her.


"History?
Will you blame Ayvarta for everyone you've needlessly killed here too?"


She crossed
her arms and stared critically at him. Kern closed his fists.


"We're
here to free these lands from Solstice so there can be peace." He
declared.


"I
don't find death very liberating or peaceful, but I guess that's my
aberration."


"We
are not just here to kill people." Kern said. Even he was unable to truly
believe that. But it was all he could say, because he childishly needed to
fight her judgments on him.


"No,
you're right -- you're chiefly here to rob them, not kill them. Killing is just
a tool you'll use for burglary. When the communists killed Imperials they gave
the Imperial lands back to the villagers. You'll kill the villagers to give the
village land back to the Imperials."


Selene's
expression did not change. She was not becoming any more agitated with him. She
was still upright and strong where he was unsure and weak. She was winning.


Kern turned
his head and looked down the well again. The hose had stopped pumping.


He picked
it up in a huff and made to get away from her.


Suddenly
Selene grabbed hold of the hose.


She locked
gazes with him, contesting his grip on the hose with one hand and grabbing him
directly with the other. They were so close he could see himself reflected in
her eyes.


"You
are a naive kid here playing soldier. Your mind is not your own right now. I
advise you to stop. You can stop. All of you can stop. For the love of God --
just leave."


She let go
of the hose and Kern took it back. Shaking his head, he made for the Squire.


Standing
outside the vehicle he found Voss approaching the well.


Voss had
his pistol out.


"Voss,
what are you doing?" Kern asked.


It was not
pointed at him, of course. So it had to be pointed at someone else.


Voss was
aiming at Selene.


"They're
at the fucking bridge. There's a crowd."


"So?"
Kern asked. "We'll get out."


"That
goddamn phrasebook isn't gonna get us out. We need a guarantee."


Kern
blinked, uncomprehending. "Voss, what? What is with you right now?"


Selene
stared at them both defiantly, not moving from her place.


"Lady,
get over here, you're coming with us." Voss demanded. He ignored Kern.


Kern was
speechless. He didn't understand at all what was happening.


"Voss,
we don't need to do this. We got the water. They'll let us out." Kern
said.


He said it
as though the facts could reason with Voss, not yet realizing that neither
Voss, nor any of this, was about facts, or about reason. That pistol did not
move a millimeter.


"You're
too naive, Kern." Voss said. He extended his firearm toward the elfin
girl.


Shaking her
head, Selene raised her hands and walked out to the half-track.


Kern stared
helplessly as Voss lifted her onto the half-track bed, climbed after her and
handcuffed her to the water tank. Kern climbed after, his entire body shaking.
Voss thrust his pistol into Kern's hands. "You watch her, I'll drive.
Villagers try anything, pretend you're gonna shoot. We'll take her to camp.
They'll have to let us out."


Kern wanted
to shout that they did not need to do this, that the villagers would just let
them out, that they did not have to kidnap this woman
for any reason, that what they were doing was abusive and violent and
disproportionate and wrong-- none of that came out of him. He watched, as if a
bystander to his own movements, as everything unfolded. Wordlessly he climbed
onto the bed. He didn't turn the gun on Selene. He still had that much of
himself. But he did not release her. He could have; he could have done a lot.


There was
no sign on her face of fear or distress. She looked closer to disappointed.


Voss drove
the Half-Track back toward the bridge over the brook. He was right, there was a
small crowd there, watching them. People started to block the bridge as they
approached. Perhaps they had seen the events unfolding. As the Sd.Kfz.
approached within meters of the bridge, the crowd started to grow agitated.
Voices were raised.


Kern,
standing on the bed, could not understand what was being said. He tried to
catch the sounds and match them to things in the phrasebook, but it was quite
hopeless.


A rock flew
past him from across the bridge. It hit the water tank.


"Get
out of the way or I'll crush you!" Voss shouted. He revved the engine.


Before the
situation escalated further, Selene stood as well as she could with her hands
tied behind her back to the water tank, and leaned partially over the side of
the bed.


She spoke some
sentences in Ayvartan.


Reluctantly,
the crowd began to part. Weary expressions adorned each face.


Voss hit
the gas rushed out of the village.


Children
and young men and women gave chase to the half-track, throwing stones in anger
at the rear armor and the water tank and the wheels until Voss had cleared the
buildings and hit the dirt road again. Then he picked up enough speed to leave
everyone well behind. Selene settled back down against the tank, sighing
deeply.


Kern stared
helplessly, the gun feeling affixed to his hand. "I'm sorry." He
said.


"Perhaps
God will forgive you before you die. I never will." Selene said.


Her words
hit Kern like a cold lance, and he was quiet the entire trip. No longer did the
mountains and the grasses have any effect on him. He could not enjoy them as an
invader, as an abuser, who had broken a border, ravaged a city, terrorized a
village and taken prisoners. He felt his mind unraveling with the prospect of what
he was doing and yet he could not stop. He could not conceive of how to
extricate himself from this.


Deep in his
agonizing ruminations, Kern failed to notice the base coming in closer.


Lieutenant
Aschekind stood along the road, waiting for them.


When the
half-track stopped at his side, he peered at the contents.


His eyes
drew wide at the sight of the girl cuffed to the water tank.


Voss jumped
the side of the half-track, stood before Aschekind and saluted.


"Sir,
faced with hostilities in the village, we took a hostage to escape safely with
the water tank. I take full responsibility. But the prisoner may
be useful. She speaks both fluent Nochtish and Ayvartan. I think she can
help us make use of the surrounding--"


Lieutenant
Aschekind did not allow Voss to continue speaking.


Mid-sentence
he seized the man by the neck and lifted him with one hand.


Voss
squirmed, his arms and legs flailing in mid-air.


Gritting
his teeth, Aschekind slammed Voss down into the dirt road.


Cracks
formed in the packed, dry earth where Voss crashed down.


Voss ceased
to thrash. He curled on his side, shaking, drooling.


Stretching
his arm over the half-track, Aschekind seized Kern by the collar of his shirt.


Kern froze
-- he could feel the man's monstrous strength through that loose grip.


"I
will give you the privilege of explaining your atrocity, before you join him in
the floor."


Lieutenant
Aschekind lifted him from the bed of the half-track.


Selene
averted her eyes.


One final
swerve saved Kern from this well deserved beating.


A bugle
call sounded in the distance.


Lieutenant
Aschekind turned to the road and let Kern drop from his hands.


There was a
black vehicle approaching -- it resembled a Sd.Kfz. Squire like the one Kern
had previously occupied, but its nose was broader, its hull closer to the
ground, and it had eight wheels, instead of two and a pair of tracks. Most
strikingly, the vehicle was fully enclosed, and atop the driver's compartment
there was a Sentinel turret.


On the
front of the machine there was a white oakleaf and a big red number 1.


It was the
insignia of the 1st Panzer Army of Field Marshal Dietrich Haus.


 


 


 




 


 










































40. The Fallen General


 


45th of the Aster's Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


Ayvarta, Tambwe-Ajdar
Border -- Ghede River


Despite the
amount of bodies pressed to either side of the river, everyone could still hear
the sloshing of the water as it rushed downstream. Everyone was silent. Breaths
reached farther than bullets, and faster. Ghede was a slow conquest, and an
even slower defense.


Eyes peered
over boulders, around sandbags, over grass-covered outcroppings upon which they
lay belly-down with scopes and binoculars, peering downhill or uphill over the
stream. Shadows flitted around trees, behind bushes. The opposing fronts were
separated by only the width of the Ghede. In some areas the lines were as close
as a hundred meters. Had it not been for the water they could have charged
bayonet-first.


Despite the
water, charging bayonet-first was still the choice outcome.


In several
places the Ghede was only a half-dozen meters deep, and the rhythm of the
battle was predicated on this fact. Men could swim across, if given the
opportunity.


Lacking the
mobility to cross quickly, the dueling sides fell into a war of munitions.


On the
Nochtish side, mortar tubes were gathered by the dozens. Anti-tank and
artillery guns of small calibers were pushed to the line of bushes at the edge
of the wood, fifty meters from the river and nearly three hundred from the
nearest Ayvartan position – not much,
but enough to go unnoticed. Snipers climbed to the bushy canopy and adjusted
their scopes. Light M5 tanks hid behind the tree line, and adjusted their guns
to the same shooting tables in use by the anti-tank guns. Across a river they
were merely mobile guns. There would be not armored blitzkrieg over the water
of the Ghede yet.


Lines of
foxholes formed a divide eerily reminiscent of the battles of the Unification
War period, where two trench lines separated by a thousand meter no-man’s-land
stared at one another for months, some years, before new technology entered the
picture and caused a shift. Whether the abominable but ultimately slight shift
caused by chemical weapons – or the
dramatic, tide-turning shift caused by the entry of Nochtish tanks.


No new
technology would cause a shift here in the Ghede, and the soldiers only wished
they had a professional-looking trench line. Scattered foxholes and sandbag
walls were broken up by the dips and rises of the uneven riverbanks, and the
intermittently rocky and sandy and grassy terrain. Riflemen scraped from
various divisions, agglomerated into the new 13th Panzer
Division, waited sleepily for the next offensive to be declared.


There had
been a few previous build-ups and failed attacks, but the lull between them
felt like years’ worth of peace. Munitions built up, and men awaited commands,
but on the Nochtish side of the Ghede there was a lazy, almost contented mood,
like that of a holiday. There were no Generals here, no shouting orders, just
distant voices, the sporadic tossing of a few shells, and half-hearted attempts
to wade into the foam.


 Bullets
wailed and blood splashed, but after the fact everything was easily forgotten.


Until the
next build-up, the next command word, the next attack.


“Noble cause.”


When the command
came the landser crouched beside the field radio box could scarcely identify it
as such. He raised an eyebrow at the strange call and the handset shifted
against his ear with the shaking of his hand. Turning his head, he signaled to
his superiors nearby that he was on the line. He then cleared his throat, and
called back.


“Say again?”


“Noble cause,” came Chief of Signals
Fruehauf’s voice once more.


“Noble cause?”


Fruehauf
did not reply and the line went suddenly dead.


For several
moments the radio man stood staring off into the distance.


He shook
his head and his wits returned to him. Noble cause was the command.


That meant
this build-up was now complete, and all munitions were to be released.


“We’ve been activated.” He whispered to the
nearest man.“Pass it on.”


Word spread
quietly across the line. Ayvartans monitored the radio traffic, or so everyone
had been told; and they could see and hear across the river fairly well during
quiet periods like this one. Therefore the rallying cry could not be loud or
electric. Hands and tongues passed along the command, across every gun in the
10.5 cm battery, through the hatches of every M5 Ranger, behind the shields of
every 37mm doorknocker gun, to every three-man Norgler machine gun team, into
every foxhole and sniper nest.


“Noble cause, we’ve been activated.”


Guns of all
sizes were loaded. Discarded helmets set back on vacant heads. Bayonets lugged,
for no clear purpose. Men scrambled up, looking out over the river once more.
Their movements were mechanical, reflexive, their minds still catching up to
the events.


Once the
entire river-front had been alerted, a runner was sent back to the guns.


Infantry
would fire after the mortars and cannons drew the first blood.


With his
upper body bowed low the man took off running.


He made it
scarcely a few meters before he heard death whistle overhead.


A column of
gray smoke and dirt, seething with hot metal, blossomed behind the trenches,
and the runner went flying into a nearby tree, splashing blood and flesh.


They were
preempted, despite careful planning.


The
Ayvartans had gotten wind of the impending attack.


No sooner
had the landsers noticed their dead man that munitions started falling over
their line by the dozen, exploding all along the river-front. Small mortar
shells came quickest, hitting the earth hundreds a minute along every kilometer
of enemy positions, casting thin plumes of smoke and dirt into the air.
Fragments of metal went flying over every foxhole and trench, and men huddled
to their knees to escape the airborne death.


Following
the mortars came the ponderous fire of much larger guns, striking farther
behind the front, smashing trees, vaporizing bushes, torching holes into the
thick green canopy above. Chunks of wood like flying stakes joined the shell
fragments in the air. Thousands of fragments and fast-flying debris struck
shields and thick trunks and the metal armor of tanks, hitting cover with such
frequency it resembled automatic fire.


Amid the
thunderous pounding of the enemy artillery, Landsers scrambled to their combat
positions, bracing machine guns over rocks, pulling up to the edge of the
riverbank on their bellies or scarcely above their holes and raising their
battle rifles. As they joined battle their green tracers flew over the water,
snapping branches and biting into rocks and flying into bushes. Between the
rhythmic pounding of enemy ordnance the infernal noise
of the norgler machine guns filled the silence, and lit the air green.


Lines of
green bullets stretched over the river, and lines of red flew back the other
way.


Behind the
infantry line the air stirred as the 10.5 cm batteries finally retaliated.


Within the
opposing tree-line the Nochtish fighters saw bright flashes as their own shells
went off on the enemy, raising their own pillars of turf and metal as they
struck.


There were
flashes brighter still as enemy guns lobbed shells directly over their heads.


At the
center of the line, a boulder was smashed to pieces as a 122mm Ayvartan gun
struck it with direct fire. Chunks of hot rock struck against helmets and
sandbags.


Red machine
gun tracers from the Ayvartan side bounced off rocks and kicked up lines of
dirt and overflew the foxholes, chopping up bushes behind them. Men scrambled
to keep under the slicing red lines, unable to hear the thock-thock-thock of the Ayvartan machine gun
over the cacophony of explosives landing by the dozens all around them.


Snipers
perched atop the trees briefly glanced at the fire flying under their feet before
returning to their scopes. They peered across the river, trying to discern the
shadows from the enemy troops. The Ayvartan’s side of the river had much less
space between the water and the treeline, and the entire Ayvartan line was
cloaked in the vegetation.


But the
difference between a rustling branch and a shooter was obvious – one flashed red and the other did not.
Aiming for the muzzle flashes, snipers shot into the dark, moving from flash to
flash in the hopes of scoring a maiming hit. As positions shifted and munitions
discharged, however, new flashes and new targets appeared, as if a hundred
shining eyes belonging to a monster, and no real effect could be discerned.


Joining the
rest of the artillery, the company of M5 Rangers assisting the river offensive
dug into the forest and fired blindly into the sky and through the trees,
following the coordinates on the shooting tables. Theirs was the most
solipsistic work within the battle. Encased in metal, the gunner and commander
could hardly see around them in the wood, and the work of shooting was purely
mathematical. They were shielded entirely from retaliatory fire, and only when
the tank shifted positions to protect itself did the crew seem to awaken from
the mechanical slumber of shooting and loading.


In theory
an enemy was being hit, but the tank crews would not know it. Even the landsers
at the front line, withstanding the brunt of the enemy barrages, couldn’t tell a tank shell apart from any other
artillery, much less guess at whether it was accurate. It was all explosions to
them, dirt flying and metal slicing through the air and fire briefly rising and
abating within seconds. Whether across the river or around them.


Fire and
fragments, an atmosphere thick with smoke; everyone was awakening from their
dream-like haze to the violence of the Ghede. The first injured were dragged
away through the tree-line, and men rushed from behind the tanks to take up
vacated holes. Guns and tanks and machine gunners took the lead from the
riflemen who clumsily began the battle, and the munitions war played out over
every foxhole and trench.


Across days
of the mind this war raged, but in the physical realm it was only minutes.


Then the
final shell crashed down on the Nochtish side. Nobody was hurt.


Slowly the fire
subsided, the colored lines vanishing from the air. Silence followed. Only the
crackling of dust, falling to earth, could be heard. Neither side launched an
attack.


Within the
hectic moment of this offensive, nobody had bothered to cross the water.


 


45th of the Aster's Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


Ayvarta, Adjar Occupation Zone -- Kalu
Hilltops, North


There was
still a war going on, though it would've been hard to tell in the Kalu.


The 13th
Panzer Division tucked its new headquarters well behind any potential hostilities.
Located in a warm, sunny clearing surrounded by thick woods that made
excellent cover for resting tanks and empty supply depots, the 13th was
spread out in a formless cluster, much of its manpower technically
"rebuilding" but mostly directionless, linked only by a dirt road
that wound through their stretch of woodland.


While some of
the Division struggled for the river Ghede and the way into Tambwe,
for the majority of the men and women of the 13th, there were no
missions, little communication, and only paltry supplies to tide them over
during this "rebuilding."


On a walk
around the camps, one could still see, among the people aimlessly coming and
going, variety of insignias on chests and shoulders: 2nd Panzer
Division, 3rd Panzer Division, 13th Panzergrenadier, 6th Grenadier, Azul, 8th
Grenadier (a latecomer to the hostilities that saw no action except in
firefighting, but high casualties nonetheless) and a few smaller, lesser known
units with long strings of numbers and very low morale.


There was no
insignia yet for the 13th Panzer Division that encompassed them all.


Regardless of
insignia, everyone had dim prospects for the coming weeks.


Nobody
expected they would cross the river, and they fought with defeat in mind.


While in the
far eastern flank of Ayvarta the invaders of Shaila had made decent progress
invading Dbagbo, the remnants of the Vorkampfer had lost all momentum, and
their supply situation sans Bada Aso was in dire straits. Dori Dobo could not
handle their supplies, and Cissea's ports were so far away that the majority of
the firepower in Adjar lay idle, waiting for the food and fuel needed to
continue.


Still the 13th
struggled on.


Up north,
that hopeless and hazy war for the river played out sight unseen.


In the Kalu,
similarly bizarre struggles transpired behind the doors of the camp tents.


One such tent,
set down in the woods far apart from the rest of the camp, was black, unmarked,
and unremarked about. It was a special tent, made for its purpose. Behind its
inscrutable walls there was an oppressive gloom save for a dim light mildly
illuminating the face of a bound Ayvartan woman in a
chair.  Pungent, plastic smells inside made it hard to breathe
calmly, and the outside world could neither be seen nor heard from within. Icy
blue eyes watched the prisoner from dark places. Questions flew at the woman,
and threats followed. Sharp implements were prominently displayed as if ready
to be used. But the captive paid no attention to the captor, and patience wore
thin.


Anton Von
Sturm surged forward from the shadows and pounded his fists on a table.


"I'm
asking you one last time. This is your final goddamn chance. Tell me everything you know about the new tank program, or you’ll
regret holding your tongue!"


There was
still no response from the prisoner -- not even a turning of the eyes.


"Tell me
about Ayvartan positions across the river! Tell me about the state of the
government in Solstice! Let me into that head of yours or I swear on my
life--"


Across the
table the prisoner remained silent and inexpressive, yielding nothing.


"I'm
going to set you on fucking fire!" Von Sturm shouted at her in a fit of
rage.


Almost
casually the prisoner turned her cheek, and her eyes wandered away.


Silence
followed for several moments as Von Sturm stewed in this rejection.


Across the
tent a man lifted his hand into the air as if to be called on in a classroom.


"Setting
her on fire is against the Dahlia 12 agreement." Von
Drachen interjected.


Von Sturm
swung around in a fury, waving his fists at Von Drachen instead.


Von Drachen
completely turned his cheek, almost casually, mirroring the prisoner.


He shrugged,
facing a wall. "And besides, this is not how it works. For example, you
can't tell her it's her final chance, when you've only asked her the question
once before."


"Shut up!
Shut up!" Von Sturm shouted. "I ask her once, and then I give her the
final chance, that counts, ok! It wouldn't make sense if the final chance was
the only chance, but anything after that works! You goddamn whinging baboon!
Shut the fuck up!"


“You have
given her several final chances, but all in Nochtish. I don’t think she—"


“Shut up! I’m
in command here still, and I order you! Shut up!”


He raised his
voice to such a level that it cracked in his throat. None of it could be heard
outside, but it reverberated strongly inside the tent and sounded quite
unsettling.


At least,
unsettling in theory. Neither Von Drachen nor the prisoner reacted strongly.


"This is
all very wrong. You need a good cop here. Let me do this, Anton."


Ignoring Von
Sturm’s frantic commands, Von Drachen turned to the prisoner.


He nodded at
her. Surprisingly, she nodded back.


"How many
women are in the Ayvartan army?" He asked her.


His Ayvartan
was fluent and his tone was ordinary and conversational. His body language was
yielding rather than aggressive or guarded. He sat across the table from her,
relaxed his shoulders, and gestured with his hands. They could have served tea
between them, and it would not have been amiss. It was an eerily peaceable
scene.


"More
than men." Replied the prisoner. Her voice sounded very dull and
affectless.


“Truly?”


“Indeed.”


"I find
that interesting. What would you say is the ratio?" Von Drachen asked.


"Sixty-forty."
Replied the captive.


“Incredible!
An army more woman than man, and yet, they square off against us so
beautifully. Tell me, is it a certain woman, Nakar, who is responsible for your success?”


"You
speak our tongue well, imperialist pig." Replied the captive, avoiding the
question.


Von Drachen
nodded gently. "I am a Cissean, and I was born during the Ayvartan Empire.
So I picked up some here and there, though never formally. Common Cisseans were
as a whole poorly literate. I self-taught; so I thank you for the
compliment."


"I see.”


“Aren’t you
surprised by my ethnicity?”


“Not in the
slightest.”


“Well. Hmm.
What do you think of Cissea? It’s right across the border.”


“I think your
country is a disgrace to this continent, lying in bed with the Northern
Federation. You are betrayers to this land and we will have our vengeance on
you."


Throuhgout the
captive spoke without passion. Her words had no more or less force than before,
despite the aggression inherent in them. But she had spoken, at least a little.
Now she seemed again inclined to silence, staring down at the table.


Nodding, Von
Drachen turned to Von Sturm with a grin on his face.


"You must
build up a rapport with the prisoner." He said.


“What the hell
did you two talk about?” Von Sturm asked.


“She wants to
destroy my country, I think.” Von Drachen replied.


Furiously, Von
Sturm pounded his foot on the ground.


He then
pounced on the desk again. "I'll goddamn kill you! Start talking tanks,
now!"


Von Drachen
sighed.


"You need
to give her incentives to answer. Otherwise what is the point?"


Again Von
Sturm pointed furiously at the woman across the table.


She
started rubbing her feet on one another, staring at the walls
indifferently. She was a little scuffed up from her capture but mostly unharmed
-- she had been caught very recently, wandering half-starved in the Kalu
region, over a week after Bada Aso. Dark skin, dark hair, fairly tall, rather
slender; typically Ayyartan. Tiny red rings glowed around her eyes; Von Drachen
knew not their origin or significance. They had only this one prisoner, and he
did not pay particular attention to people's eyes anyway.


To him, she
was just another poor friendly Ayvartan caught up in this mess.


"Listen,"
Von Sturm pointed at her even more sharply, touching her nose, "listen
here you unfathomable moron. Her incentive, is that I'll set her on fire if she
doesn't answer!"


"She's
already been set on fire before." Von Drachen replied. "She lives in
the Ayvartan south, my good man. She cannot be set any more on fire. And as I
said, such actions against Dahlia 12 anyway, and I'll have to inform the field
marshal if you harm her."


Von Sturm
slapped the palm of his hand against his face. He lowered his voice to a
clearly agitated whispering. "You moron, we're threatening her so she'll give us information.
I'm not actually setting her on fire. I can't believe you would do this--"


"She
doesn't understand you, my good--"


"--SHUT
UP."


Von Drachen
shrugged.


"I am
only trying to uphold propriety here, Anton. You start with setting a girl on
fire. Then they set their prisoners on fire, if they have any. I don't know.
Next thing you know, we're setting more of our prisoners on fire. Then
they drop chemical weapons on us. Have you seen what phosgene does to a person?
We must avoid that at all costs."


Von Drachen
felt that he was being perfectly reasonable, and there was a great
disappointment in him for the future of the human race when Von Sturm merely
stood and stared at him in confusion, as opposed to changing his ways and
accepting this rationale. He saw the General’s hands rise threateningly,
shaking, as if ready to--


There was then
a stark instant of white sunlight piercing the gloom in the tent.


Entering the
lit center of the interrogation area, a slender young woman, tall,
soft-featured, with brown hair hanging at the level of her jaw, purple pom-poms
dangling from her earrings. Dark circles around her half-closed, sleepy-looking
eyes and an unpleasant facial expression attested to the state of her morale.
Her dark red lips added the smell of cigarettes and liquor to the artificial
scents of the interrogation tent.


"Fruehauf!
Finally! A ray of hope in this gloom!" Von Sturm shouted, raising his
hands.


"At your
disposal, Brigadier." She drawled; but still sharply
punctuated the final word.


Von
Sturm winced; likely he felt her pronunciation, a verbal dagger to his
proud heart.


Once, Von
Sturm had been a Major General. Now he was a lowly Brigadier again.


Despite her
intentions, the General took a much gentler, coddling tone with her now.


"Fruehauf,
I need you to talk to the prisoner, woman to woman." Von Sturm said.


Fruehauf
slowly raised an eyebrow. "I do not speak Ayvartan, Brigadier."


"That
doesn't matter. You two have a deeper connection than language. Talk to
her."


"I don't
follow." Fruehauf groaned. She rubbed her head as if stricken by a sudden
pain.


Von Sturm
started to talk with his mouth and hands at once. Von Drachen realized to his
mute horror that his hands were making far more sense than his mouth at this
point.


"Listen,
Fruehauf, you, and her, you are linked by these incredibly deep, ancient, powerful and secret oaths
of femininity. You are sisters in this world. You two have a history, thousands of years
old, developed over hearths and berries and children and humours; no interrogator can unlock that bond! I know once
you get in front of her, you'll be able to plumb the depths of her like no
one else can! It's a woman's touch!"


There was
silence in the tent for several seconds as Von Drachen and Fruehauf struggled
to catch up to the monumental proclamations frantically rushing out of Von
Sturm's mouth. His eyes were open too wide and his mouth hung too slack. It
seemed every syllable built into an ever more inscrutable edifice, and the
fullness of his incoherence was not readily apparent until well after the last
word was said. Unraveling this abstract masterpiece of word, Fruehauf scoffed,
comprehending enough to be offended.


"What are
you talking about? What the hell has gotten into you today?" She said. She
turned her head sharply toward Von Drachen. "What the hell has gotten
into him?”


"I really
cannot say." Von Drachen replied, stroking his chin, wide-eyed, unsettled.


Von Sturm
reached out his hands to her. "Fruehauf, you bring new paradigms
here. You're a communications expert, aren't you? You need to decrypt this
woman."


Fruehauf
crossed her arms and grit her teeth and glared at Von Sturm with deadly intent.


"I'm an electronic communications expert! Brigadier, are you drunker than I?"


She looked
and sounded steadily more irritated with the Brigadier General. And since his
recent demotion, she was no longer demure about her displeasure. She was
raising her voice, and her expression made it clear she was both sober enough
and drunk enough now to throttle him. She leaned forward on him, adjusting her
height to his own.


Von Sturm
squirmed beneath her stature. "Fruehauf, I'm running out of options."


Fruehauf stared
dully at him for a moment and shook her head.


"Brigadier, I believe I have several empty
frequencies to listen to. Guten tag."


Turning
sharply on her heels, Fruehauf stormed out of the tent.


Flash white;
then the gloom settled once again.


"Wait,
Fruehauf, please!"


Von Sturm ran
after her in complete hysterics.


Again the room
was silent and still, save for the rubbing of the prisoner's feet against one
another under the table as she waited. In the furor, she had been forgotten
again.


For a while
longer Von Drachen turned over Von Sturm's words in his head. It seemed almost
like the kind of thing that would come to Von Drachen's mind unbidden, and he
wondered how and why Von Sturm was siphoning his fancies now before he
even had them. It was strangely endearing, and put a smile on his face as he
thought of it.


“I feel that I
rather like that lad. Is that wrong?” Von Drachen asked.


Behind the
table, the prisoner shrugged.















Overhead the
imperious, golden Ayvartan sun climbed until directly over the clearing,
searing the circle of Headquarters tents clustered around the thin stretch of
dirt road bifurcating the forest and extending beyond the Umaiha River and into
the border to Tambwe. Muggy as it was inside of the interrogation tent, under
the clearing's open sky work was nearly unbearable at noon, and activity around
the camp dwindled.


Everyone
seemed to have taken their work inside the tents save for a few pairs of
riflemen patrolling the surroundings. Many of them, sleepy and soaked in sweat,
and quickly finding themselves without oversight, settled lazily under the
woods and enjoyed the breeze being pushed between the trees. Following orders
was simply not paying off.


One man, under
the shade of an Ayvartan oak, even snuck out a little prize while no one was
looking -- a bottle of dark lager picked out of a buddy's truck. It paid to
know a guy!


Lying back,
relaxed, taking in the breeze, the man nearly fell asleep from contentedness
before he had even opened the bottle. When he resolved to at least taste it
while he had his wits about him, he was stopped by the sound of lightly
vibrating glass. A tinkling noise issued from the bottle. He found the ground
shaking, and his Doppelbock with it.


Looking down
the road just a few trees away, he spotted vehicles in the distance.


Recognizing
their markings, the man hid his treasure and hurried back to the tents.


It was
impossible to miss the main headquarters tent. One could run straight to it
without even thinking, it stood out so much. While the radio tent, the medical
tent and the barracks tents were all squat four-post tents, the command tent
was like a house made of canvas, with an entryway, lined with sandbags for
added protection, and a real door, as well as 20 poles spread out to hold
up the 5 by 15 meter main body of the tent.


Though he was
supposed to knock and wait, the landser threw open the door and charged into
the tent’s gloomy beige interior. There he found General Von Sturm with his
nose buried in a map, General Von Drachen seated atop a radio box, staring into
space with his hands on his chin, and Chief of Signals Fruehauf in the middle
of downing a 300 milliliter flask of some unseen, likely alcoholic fluid
in one gulp.


In the
background of this scene, several young women lay about, napping away noon.


All members of
this odd crew seemed to ignore the intrusion until the landser spoke.


"Sir!
Units of the 1st Panzer Army are approaching the base sir!" He shouted.


He saluted and
held a stiff pose while the officers snapped their heads toward him.


Seconds later
the tent stirred, its posts shaking, the lamps inside swaying gently as if
coaxed by the breeze. The sounds of tracks and wheels could be heard distantly.


The
headquarters crew charged past the landser, Von Sturm the first and most
frantic.


Outside
something had drawn various officers and staff out of their tents for what
seemed like the first time in days. On the sides of the dirt road a crowd
gathered to watch the road as a small convoy approached them. Everyone could
tell right away this was not a supply train. In the lead was a vehicle unlike
any the 13th Panzer Division had yet laid eyes on – an eight-wheeled
armored car with what seemed like a miniature M4 Sentinel turret set atop the
front, 50mm gun and all. Painted black, and marked with an oak leaf and a big
red number one, it was a sight that commanded attention.


It was not
alone. Behind this machine followed a pair of much more familiar Sd.Kfz. B
Squires, both lightly populated; one explicably toting a water tank. The vehicles
followed the road up to the command tent, where Von Sturm stood dumbfounded
while Von Drachen continued to rub his own chin and Fruehauf stared vacantly at
her own shoes.


Parked meters
away from the HQ tent, the 8-rad armored car opened its rear hatches.


A pair of
sleek black boots hit the ground, followed by the end of a long grey
trenchcoat.


Von Sturm
gulped. Von Drachen stared dispassionately. Fruehauf tipped over a step.


Before them,
the celebrated northern hero, Field Marshal Dietrich Haus, exited his command
vehicle and set foot in a Generalplan Suden combat area for the first time.


Everyone knew
that the Field Marshal was heading south, but nobody expected to see him
inspecting their ramshackle unit tomorrow or the next day, much less today.


Around the
campsite the crowds stared breathlessly at the man who liberated Cissea. His
appearance was a stupefying display, like a fairy tale knight riding into view.


Like his
vehicle, the Field Marshal was an unmistakable sight. Stepping out from around
the 8-rad, he was quite tall, statuesque. Even for a Field Marshal his uniform
was luxuriant. A grand, dark-grey trenchcoat with gilded shoulders and lining
covered his field coat and trousers. His black boots glinted with new shine.
And it was not just the clothes that set him apart, but the features of a man
of status. He was boyishly handsome, with aquiline features, short and wavy
brown hair, and high cheekbones. Atop his head was a peaked cap with a large,
golden badge of the Nochtish eagle upon it.


Haus wore a
conceited grin as he approached Von Sturm, literally looking down on him. There
was a stark difference in their size. Though he was nowhere near as burly as
the 13th Panzer’s Divisions own familiar giant, Haus was almost
Lt. Aschekind’s height.


“Anton Von
Sturm, conqueror of Valle Rojo.” Haus said, his voice deep and operatic.


There was no
reply; no one could formulate a reply toward this odd choice of greeting.


Saying no
more, Haus stopped meters short of the smaller general and stretched a hand.


Von Sturm
meekly offered his own for a shake. His lips remained sealed.


Haus’ arm then
drifted away, as if something else had caught his attention.


He turned his
head, scanning the ragged little encampment around him.


“How was this
mortal blow struck against you? I’m still baffled by it.” He said.


“I don’t—“ Von Sturm said his first trembling words, and left them to
hang.


Haus awaited a
conclusion to this sentence for a few moments before continuing.


“I shall want
to look at all of your maps and intelligence on the enemy, Anton. We must get
this operation back on track.” He said, taking a condescending tone of voice.


“We—“


It seemed that
this time Von Sturm would have spoken more; but Haus cut him off.


“Tambwe is our
next target. Dreschner and his men are already slicing into Dbagbo with serious
success. It is only here that our invasion withers on the Kalu vine.” He said.


He punctuated
the word here quite sharply by poking Von Sturm on
his lapel.


Around the
encampment the crowds started to thin, people returning to their posts, heads
hanging. Whatever it was they thought would come from the black 8-rad armored
car, was ultimately not delivered, and their attention wavered. Or perhaps it
became too painful to stay in the presence of the Field Marshal in the sorry
state they were in.


Ordinary staff
could easily leave, but three officers at least were to remain trapped in the
Field Marshal’s orbit for the moment. Von Sturm joined Fruehauf in staring at
the floor.


Von Drachen,
to everyone’s mortification, raised his hand at Haus’ statement.


“I’m of the
opinion that our esteemed Field Marshal is laying blame too hastily. I believe
a certain ‘Nakar’ of the Ayvartans is to blame for our problems here.” Von
Drachen said.


Fruehauf and
Von Sturm seemed to awaken from their slumber and turn instantly pale.


“Our campaign
will surely end in failure without her defeat.” Von Drachen continued.


Despite the
foolishness of his words he seemed quite intent on continuing to speak.


Haus leered at
Von Drachen. “Ah, if it isn’t the anarchist turncoat, Drachen is it?”


“Indeed, it
is. In my defense, we all have our infancy.” Von Drachen amicably replied.


“So what was
your name as an infant?” Haus quickly asked, crossing his arms.


“I’d rather
not say.” Von Drachen replied.


“And you have
intelligence on Ayvartan command, I assume? Have you filed it?”


“I have not.
What I know now is trifling from an objective point of view; I cannot file my
gut feelings to the military intelligence corps. But I make them known for your
benefit.”


His
earnestness and apparent casual honesty seemed to unsettle the Field Marshal.


“Oberkommando
has enjoyed great success thanks to you, but I must admit your entire aura is
most disconcerting to me, and I do not want to speak with you.” Haus said.


Von Drachen
shrugged. “That is your opinion and I respect that.”


Haus turned
away from him and back to Von Sturm with a skeptical gaze.


“How do you
stand him?” He asked.


“I don’t.” Von
Sturm replied, his voice trembling.


Behind them
the hatches to the 8-rad swung open once more.


Dressed in a
similar trenchcoat and uniform as the Field Marshal, gilded lining and all, a
young woman stepped out of the armored car and joined Haus in standing before
their subordinates. She was quite pretty, short, slender and very lady-like,
standing perfectly straight, walking with a casually elegant gait, her skirt uniform in good order. Her skin was fair and
unblemished, and her long, wavy blond hair shone with lively color.


“Greetings.”
She said. She bowed her head lightly. “I am Cathrin Habich.”


She pushed up
her glasses and extended a hand to Von Sturm.


Again, Von
Sturm meekly extended his own hand. This time, a real shake resulted.


Ignoring Von
Drachen, she then stretched her hand out to Fruehauf.


Fruehauf,
struggling to keep her dark-ringed eyes open, stretched out a polite but
shaking hand in return. She found the slender fingers of her counterpart
slinking away.


“No, you
misunderstand. I want you to turn over the week’s code table.” Cathrin said.
She retracted her hand as though she had almost touched something filthy. “I am
Chief of Signals under the Field Marshal and I must get caught up on events
here soon.”


Grumbling
inaudibly, Fruehauf slowly closed her hand into a fist.


Without
changing expression she started to raise it as if to swing at Cathrin.


Von Sturm and
Von Drachen stepped suddenly closer to prevent her from striking down the new
Signals Officer – whether motivated by preserving Fruehauf’s honor and position
or to keep her from thrashing Cathrin’s ravishing beauty, it was impossible to
know. Von Sturm rummaged through Fruehauf’s coat, and found the code table in
her jacket and passed it on. At this indignity, Fruehauf began to sob and
hiccup all at once.


She seemed to
attempt speech, but could not muster any coherent verbiage.


Field Marshal
Haus blinked and stepped back. “Is this a bad time?” He asked.


There were
weary expressions all around but no response but Fruehauf’s crying.










Inside the
command tent, Haus looked over Von Sturm’s war room table with disdain.


“You took too
long to mobilize from Bada Aso to the river, now it is fortified against you
and you lack the combat power to take it. Or so you seem to think.” Haus said.


Fruehauf
struggled to stand upright. Her eyes were bloodshot and puffy. Her head was
pounding, and she felt strangely emotional. She had not slept at all for a few
days and had taken to the bottle and to smokesticks for succor. For several
months she had been perfectly sober, and now she was drinking from every
canister in her line of sight.


She knew it
was not good for her, but the stress made her wanton.


She did not
want to be here anymore, she thought.


She hated
everybody and everything. Perhaps it was a product of her beer-stricken brains,
but she felt such a disdain for it all that she wanted to cry again now.


Her whole body
brimmed, restless. She did not know how to satisfy her body’s need to be away,
to expend its excess energy. Drinking stifled those unknowable urges.


She felt an
unseen pressure, a terrible burden.


In her head
there was that city on fire, and all the screams, and the burning bodies.


And the idea
that she could be the next to go. It was cowardly, perhaps, but it was her.


She no longer
believed in anyone’s ability to protect her or anyone else. She couldn’t
protect anyone, and nobody could protect her. Von Sturm had failed them all.
His abrasiveness was not just a cover for genius. His head was as empty sober
as hers was when full of drink. His timidity and confusion the past few days
had only cemented to her that he had failed, they had failed, and they did not know what
to do now.


Lacking
leadership and directly insulted by the higher command, Fruehauf’s morale
plummeted so low that she cried, just out of stress and fear and total lack of
any hope.


Even now,
ostensibly calm, there was a tear escaping her eyes every once in a while.


On the table,
Field Marshal Haus, with Cathrin by his side, pushed chits around to show Von
Sturm his apparent error. From what Fruehauf blearily understood, much of Von
Sturm’s combat power had been focused on two areas along the river Ghede that
represented potential flanks in the Ayvartan defenses. They had intended to
cross the river and perform a classic pincer envelopment, Von Sturm’s favorite
and perhaps only military trick. However, the Ayvartans had caught wind of this
and reinforced both sides, and stretched out their line to cover those
approaches. Unable to immediately take the river, Von Sturm did nothing but
periodically call for build-ups and attacks.


His latest
effort, codename “noble cause,” had been such a failure that nobody at the
front line even thought to use it as an opportunity to cross the river. It was
another classic, building up artillery power to breach the enemy line, but it
was such a simplistic maneuver with absolutely no follow-up plans that it could
not accomplish anything.


Haus seemed to
notice all of this just by looking at the chits on the table.


“You will
never launch an envelopment across a river with your forces. Especially
deploying them in this idiotic manner. Have you considered that you have no
center? You created two perfect pockets for the Ayvartans to split if they
decided to. You are lucky they are more foolish than you are. What happened to
your guile, Anton?”


Von Sturm
merely hung his head and took the reprimand quietly, staring at the map.


“Your meekness
has been turned against you by the enemy, but your deployment can still be
salvaged. Recommit troops to the enemy’s stretched center, and launch your
attack there. After so many days of predictable, weak flank attacks, they will
be put off-balance by a strong center push. They will not expect it. We may be
able to cross then.”


At this
insistence, the Brigadier General finally found words for the Field Marshal.


“But the river
there is a dozen meters deep. Tanks can’t cross that. And even if they could,
the woods beyond are too thick for vehicles. We’ll have nothing on that side.”


Von Sturm
sounded reluctant in defending himself. Haus bit back with fervor.


“That is why
you use the tanks to continue your flank attacks, but focus all of your
infantry on crossing that river, Anton! Pin the flanks, push the center, and
you may be able to fold the whole line! You cannot look with disdain at only
one part of the situation like this. I will bring up troops of my 1st Panzer Division to help in the coming days but I am sure
we can accomplish this with the 13th, if you gather all its strength and act now!”


“Yes sir.” Von
Sturm said, his voice a drained monotone.


“Valle Rojo
was such a dynamic operation, fast, full of wit and cunning. Can you not draw
upon that experience again?” Haus asked, laying a hand on Von Sturm’s shoulder.


Von Sturm
trembled. “That situation was very different from this one.” He mumbled.


Haus slapped
his hand down on Von Sturm’s shoulder and nearly knocked him down.


Fruehauf
sighed. This sight was simply too pathetic for her. She turned away.


Von Drachen
raised his hand into the air again. Fruehauf turned from him, too.


Haus said
nothing in response to the Cissean; Von Sturm, perhaps reflexively, called on
him like a schoolteacher would call on a boy, pointing his finger vacantly at
the man.


“I might have
an idea for crossing, but I will need a shipping container.” He said.


At once,
everyone seemed to regret allowing him to speak. Heads turned, eyes rolled.


“I am
returning to my HQ.” Haus declared. “It is the Sd.Kfz. J Sentinel Foot parked outside. Should it perhaps aid in restoring your
confidence, I might request another early production model be shipped for your
use, Anton. I shall take the opportunity gather your units scattered around the
area, and with them, we will bring a full divisional attack force to the Ghede.
You stay here and prepare your HQ for it.”


With those
words, Haus turned on his heel and left the tent. Cathrin followed behind him,
dutifully quiet throughout. She looked back at Fruehauf a final time, largely
without expression, though Fruehauf wished to interpret animosity. In turn
Fruehauf stuck her tongue out at her, and the woman followed her superior out
the door.


Von Sturm
stared at the door, as if still seeing the Field Marshal there even after he
left.


“I didn’t win
Valle Rojo.” He said. He sounded helpless, as if a phantom were interrogating
him where he stood. Staring into space, his jaw quivering as he droned.


Fruehauf
didn’t want to hear this, but she had no real choice in the matter.


“Then who
did?” She shouted, in part curiosity, in part demand.


Von Sturm
threw up his hands. He looked about to weep too.


“I got inside
information on the anarchist’s positions. That’s how I could do what I did. I
don’t know what the Ayvartans are doing! How am I supposed to fight them that
way?”


“We’ve built
up pretty respectable intelligence on the enemy so far.” Von Drachen chimed in.
Von Sturm glared at him over his shoulder, but it was more a look of anguish
than one of violence. Like everyone, he seemed to have reached the end of his
rope.


“Respectable,
but not perfect!” Von Sturm shouted. “I had perfect information on the enemy, where they
were moving, exactly how many there were. I could send a man a kilometer
downhill in a bicycle and he could avoid every goddamn anarchist, that’s how
good our information was. But here? Everything keeps changing. I can’t just
keep sending men to their deaths, look what happened in Bada Aso! We know nothing!”


Von Sturm's
face sank into his hands, and he looked about to cry.


Fruehauf
scoffed loudly and openly. 


This was a worthless attitude for a
General to take.


Everything
here was worthless. Her included; they were truly good for nothing.










“So, Cathrin,
what is your assessment?” Haus asked. He sounded amused.


“The 13th Panzer Division ought to have been called something like
the 13th Mixed Brigade or the 13th Panzer Leichte. It is undermanned, weak, and poorly
structured.”


“Harsh, but
there’s a nugget of truth. Do you think it is possible to turn Ghede around?”


“We might as
well try to reroute the river under fire, than cross it with these forces.”


“Then I shall
reroute the river.” Haus said.


Cathrin Habich
followed the Field Marshal into the cramped confines of the Sentinel Foot
armored car. She laid next to a radio box set into the side wall, collecting
her skirt and settling in a princessly fashion. She pulled a headset free from
behind the device and laid it gently over her ears. Meanwhile, Haus dropped
atop a crate of 50mm ammo.


He knocked his
fist on the armor a few times.


At once, the
Sentinel Foot’s eight wheels began to turn, and it accelerated out of the camp.
Following the road, the vehicle could reach 80 kilometers per hour, and at this
great speed, it would sweep through the 13th’s encampments within a day. Inside the vehicle, Cathrin barely tossed
or stirred. She was used to the movements.


 “Ah, I
hope Achim appreciates what I’m doing for him.” Haus said.


“I’m sure the
President is over the moon about your involvement.” Cathrin replied.


“He better be.
I’m doin’ this all for him.”


The Field
Marshal pulled down his cap over his eyes and laid back.


“Weather looks
nice.” Haus said. “How does tomorrow sound for an offensive?”


Cathrin nodded
her head dutifully.


 




























 


 














41. Ghede River Warfare


 


46th of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


Adjar Occupation Zone -- Kalu North, near the
Ghede


Turning in
from the road, Field Marshal Haus' Sentinel Foot 8-wheeled armored car followed a series
of blue flags across several kilometers of the wood. There were no men, and any
tracks from patrolmen were carefully covered; but any traveler with a keen
enough eye would have been wary of the rags hanging from various trees across
the forest. Each flag was a different amount of meters from the next, but the
path was still there for those who knew where to look and how to interpret the
posted signs.


Standing
out of the Sentinel-type 50mm gun turret that was the vehicle's namesake, Haus
directed his driver through the thick, hard terrain, crossing the forest toward
the northern riverside. They did not come across a single other soul along the
way. Haus knew the significance of the flags, and the lack of patrols did
not disturb him.


It was all
of his own design, after all. He had ordered the patrols ended.


He would
need every last man he could spare in the center for this next effort.


Haus found
himself painlessly navigating through the forest into the T-Battalion staging
area, an eerie space devoid of trees save for one massive trunk with a
hollow that embraced the entire clearing, and a deeply bowed crown of evergreen
leaves. Hundreds of men lurked in the outskirts, and what seemed like a hundred
loitered within the clearing itself, sitting on the beds of trucks, with their
backs against crates, downcast.


Standing
under the ancient, mournful giant, they seemed defeated already.


It was
an atmosphere that was fit for mourning, punctuated by screams of agony
that resounded across the clearing -- there was a commotion in a nearby
medical tent.


Haus stared
quizzically from atop his turret.


"Cathrin,
I think you should stay in the car for this one." He said, wincing at
the noise.


Below him,
seated calmly beside a radio, Cathrin bowed her head in acknowledgment.


Haus pulled
himself up from the turret hatch, and climbed down the side of the Sentinel
Foot. He hit the floor in a quick stride and hurried to the medical tent.
Sweeping aside the entrance flaps, Haus found several men gathered around a bed
where another landser lay, struggling against belt bonds and screaming as
loudly as his lungs would allow. Between fits and screams sounded
recurring snapping noises, and few of the men backed away with each snap.
As Haus closed in on the mob, he averted his eyes.


From a
bleeding ulcer on the bound man's leg a long, sharp worm struggled against a
stick held from afar by a medic, who was driven to near hysterics by the terror
of his task. As he turned his stick, he wound the worm around it, and pulled
more of its length from the man's wound. Haus thought the abomination must have
been at least a meter long, and thick as a thumb. At the beast's
front end, dripping jaws snapped at the men.


"Messiah
defend." Haus intoned. "What the hell happened to this man?"


"Sir!"
One of the men in the sidelines, a Sergeant judging by his pins, saluted the
Field Marshal while the rest of the men watched in stunned horror or wincing
sympathy. The Sergeant swallowed hard, glanced at the bloody sight, and
explained, "He came in this morning saying his leg hurt. He couldn't
remove his boot, so we got the medic to cut his leg, and we found that thing.
He must've drank unfiltered water somewhere, maybe a few weeks ago, and
got infected; this thing must've grown in him and it wants out now!"


"Why
the hell would you drink unfiltered water around here?"


Twist; the worm snapped, the man screamed, the
medic gingerly turned the stick.


Blood
spurted on the bed.


One of the
tent guards grabbed hold of his mouth and ran outside, leaving his rifle.


His choking
and heaving joined the cacophony of bodily noises in the tent.


The
Sergeant cringed. He pinned his eyes on Haus, the least unsettling sight in the
tent.


"It
was part of our survival training sir! River water is supposed to be
fresh!" He said.


"Fresh
as in not salt water! It's still unsafe!" Haus replied. He felt a touch
irate that he was being made to witness such a grotesque sight that could've
been prevented.


He almost
wanted to take out his handgun and shoot the worm dead.


But then it
might putrefy inside the man and that would definitely cripple
him.


"You're
all dismissed from the operation; stay here, tend to this man, and please,
for the love of God, enlighten your units about the price of carelessness in
this bestial nation."


Shaking his
head at the men, Haus left the tent.


Fresh
screaming followed him out.


"Where
is Major Troppf?" He called out.


A gaggle of
depressed-looking soldiers pointed him into the wood.


"Look lively!"
Haus shouted at them. "We're carrying out an operation today!"


There were
nods in response but no change in demeanor.


Haus
returned to the Sentinel Foot and tapped his knuckles on the armor. Out from
the top popped Cathrin's blond head, peeking over the hatch just enough for a
pair of bespectacled blue eyes and some golden hair to come into view. She
blinked, and Haus silently beckoned her to follow. She pulled herself over the
hatch, and climbed delicately down the side, clip-board in hand, a radio
backpack fastened by her waist-belt and around her shoulders, and its paired headset
perched on her crown. She had traded her heels for combat boots, and wore
thicker, sturdier black leggings with her skirt uniform.


"What
was the commotion?" She asked. Was seemed out of place; the man in the
tent had never quite stopped screaming. They had merely gotten used to the
noise now, enough that it blended into the background of rustling leaves and
billowing breezes and pattering boots.


"I'd
rather not recall it." Haus replied. "Come on."


Ambling a
short distance out from the clearing, Haus and Cathrin followed the landser's
vague directions and found a big tent with the symbol for a headquarters. It
was surrounded by bushes and camouflaged with a net entwined with twigs and
leaves and green branches. Inside, Major Troppf, an older man with a gaunt
face, sat behind a skeletal folding table, spinning a pencil around. He looked
sleepy and bored.


At the
sight of the Field Marshal, he dropped his pencil and thrust up from his chair.


"Sir!"
He raised his arms in salute.


Haus stared
inexpressively at the man. "Are your troops ready?"


"Yes
sir! We've mobilized the entire battalion to this general area."


"Have
they been appraised of the situation?"


"They've
been taught what they need to do."


Haus was
not especially pleased with that answer.


One could
teach a parrot words, but they would not know their context or meaning. A
parrot could say your name, but it would never be able to call it out with any
emotion or in a complete sentence. He would have hoped in the past few hours he
could have told the troops the exact nature of Haus' plan and the day's
strategy, but it was too late for that now. He would have to hope his parrots
could sing their words well enough.


As Haus'
gaze fell more bluntly upon Troppf, the Major averted his own.


"I will
be taking tactical command at the front." Haus said. "Tell your units
to keep contact with Ms. Habich here at all times, and to answer any command
from myself immediately."


Major
Troppf looked taken aback. His eyes rose again to Haus' face, and he raised his
hands as if trying to calm down an irate child. "Sir, with all due
respect, it is too dangerous for the Field Marshal to take to the front! We can
command the battle from here; this headquarters might not seem like much, but
our radio reception is reliable."


Haus felt
insulted; what commander didn't pine
for the war at the front?


"If I
was not willing to get my hands dirty I would not have come this
far." He said.


Without
further explanation, Haus turned his back on the Major and ambled nonchalantly
out of the tent. Cathrin remained behind only long enough to hand the stunned
Troppf a card with the frequencies she would be using. After that, she too
turned on her heel and vacated the area. They returned to the Sentinel Foot,
through the little gaggles of men lying depressingly about, and under the
almost rhythmic cries of the worm-stricken man.


"What
was your impression of him?" Haus asked aloud, as if to the air.


Cathrin
answered. She pushed up her glasses; her face was coolly dispassionate.


"Another
man who thought he could slide by; unwilling to take risks."


"Unwilling,
or incapable?"


"Unwilling."


"You're
a harsh but precise judge of character."


Haus
offered Cathrin a hand, and helped lift her onto the step at the back of the
Sentinel Foot. It was help she did not need, but that he always offered, and
that she always took. She opened the hatch, and climbed inside. Haus followed.
They settled in their places. A box of ammo for him; the little corner where
the radios had been bolted to the armored wall, for her. At the front, their
driver waved a greeting. They would not be leaving yet.


"Is
Von Sturm's presence required at the front?" Cathrin asked, sliding her
headset gently onto her head and over her ears. She adjusted the microphone on
her collar. If necessary, she could ring him up, and he could arrive within the
hour. He had more than enough time.


"No,
let him come if he wants to." Haus said.


Cathrin
nodded. "Do you desire for him to appear?"


"It
would improve my respect for him." Haus replied.


He looked
over his shoulder at the Sentinel turret near the vehicle's front, set atop the
highest point of the Sentinel Foot's backward-sloping armor. Steps on the wall
allowed one to climb into the turret basket, which projected down into the
chassis, and from there onto the gunner's seat. Though the Foot was only
lightly armored, its 50mm Sentinel gun packed a better punch than the M5 Light
Tanks that constituted most of the 13th's armor power.


It
encapsulated Haus' view of war. High risk, high reward.


Unlike many
of his Generals, he could climb on that turret and fight.


He wanted to.


"How
much is your respect worth?" Cathrin asked.


Haus
chuckled. He could tell what she was implying.


"In
the end, whether he appears or not, Von Sturm will retain a position, because
men other than me who gave him a position who do not desire to be proven wrong
about their judgment. His name, his legacy, and what he represents, make him
too big to fail too utterly. Propriety dictates that he will be part of this
army, will have missions, and may even share in the glory at the end of the
hostilities. He cannot fail anyone but himself."


"I
see."


Cathrin
nodded her head, and turned her back on Haus, returning to her radios.


"Then
I don't think your respect is worth enough for him to come." She said.


Haus
smiled. "You really are a cruel girl."


 


Ayvarta, Adjar Occupation Zone — Kalu Hilltops, North


Selene
Lucci slept well considering the circumstances.


It helped
that prisoners were held in a tent that was exceedingly dark.


She could hardly
see the features of her hands or the thick seam stitches on the sleeves of her
dress. It was fairly cool when she laid close to the ground, and the earth was
soft and comforting. Her captivity was relatively more livable than she had
imagined.


Cages had
come to mind, but instead she was only chained.


Her legs
were chained to a block which had been buried beneath the tent, thus preventing
her from even attempting to drag it around. Her arms were chained, but there
was a lot of slack, and they were not tied behind her back as they were when
she was kidnapped from the village. And she had been left well enough alone
since yesterday, so she did not have to contend with any blathering Nochtish
interrogators or guards.


God had
truly blessed her.


Having
carried her through that first night, she hoped He might deign to give her a
way out of this test which He had put before her. Comfortable captivity was
still captivity.


In the
morning, Selene woke, and sat on a chair which had been left for her.


She could
not see outside the tent. Her only source of light was a thin slit beneath the
door, which was otherwise fastened tight from the outside with a zipper, and
made of a fabric that allowed no light to filter through the cloth. Still, she
frequently turned her eyes to the slit, and the very dim light filtering into
her confinement. Should someone come to the door of the tent even that precious
sliver of light would become obvious shadow.


Soon the
slit was shadowed, as she expected.


Outside,
the zipper came undone, and the tent flap parted.


Selene
expected the sudden entry of sunlight to blind her. But the effect was far less
dramatic than she envisioned. When the tent flaps opened, she caught a glimpse
of green and brown from the tent's surroundings, but the light in the tent was
still dim, as was the world outside of it. Carrying a little lamp and a tray of
food, Kern Beckert entered the tent. He had on the same dismal expression as he
did yesterday.


She felt
nothing at his appearance. She turned her head from the door.


"I
brought food." He said. He sounded drained.


"Comforting
to know I won't starve." Selene dryly replied. He cringed a little.
Causing him discomfort had become almost empowering to her. He was visibly torn
up about what he was doing, but if he did not stop nor change, then he was the
same as the rest. His regrets were useless to her; his squirming in her
presence was at least mildly amusing.


Kern ambled
toward the chair and set the tray on her lap. He put a spoon in her hand.


"It's
oatmeal, with milk. There's a sugar packet on the tray too."


Selene
considered playing the hard prisoner, and refusing her food, maybe even tossing
the tray at Kern and soiling his smart grey uniform. Would that have caused him
to recoil? Would he have gotten angry, or felt the words of his uncouth
companion with the gun vindicated by her actions? Would he think her a savage
in a savage land?


She stared
down at the oatmeal, dimly lit by the tiny orange flicker from the lamp.


She dipped her
spoon in it, and ate. It was bland, but it was food.


She was
hungry, and playing tough would get her nowhere.


Catharthic
as it was, she might have to lighten up on the northern boy.


"Are
you going to be my guard?" She asked.


"No,"
he replied. He sttuttered his next words. "I'm going to the front soon.
There'll be another guard posted. I just thought-- I don't know. I wanted to
come see you."


Selene
raised her eyes off her tray and glared at him.


"I'm
far from comfortable being in your thoughts." She said.


"I
expected that." Kern said. He rubbed his hand down his face. "I'm
going to go. Please stay put and don't rile up the guards, Sister. Nobody wants
you to come to harm. I think once we're past this river, they'll let you go.
Everyone thinks you might give up our position if you are released now, but
that won't matter when we move forward."


Selene
scoffed. "This is ridiculous. How could I give up your position now? To
whom? I can't escape north, through your lines, only south. And you've
conquered the South."


"I
don't know." Kern said. He sighed. "I don't know. I'm truly
sorry."


He turned
around, hands in his pockets, head drooping, and left the tent.


Outside, he
zipped the tent again.


She vaguely
heard his first few steps away from the tent.


Then, like
everything else in the outside world, the sound of him was blocked off.


On her lap,
she still had the tray.


Oatmeal,
sugar, a milk bag, a rounded spoon.


And a hard,
metal tray.


Sensing the
opportunity, Selene ate voraciously, spooning oatmeal into her mouth with zeal,
drinking her milk in one gulp, and tossing aside the sugar. She picked up the
tray and hid it behind her back on the chair. She tossed her spoon away as
well.


Then she
waited.


Time
passed, indistinct to her. She finally saw the zipper pulling down.


Again the
tent opened. A slim, brown-haired boy entered the room.


Unlike
Kern, he did not have a lamp. Like Kern, he left the tent flap open.


"Afternoon
ma'am. I'm Private Cohls. I'll be sitting just outside the tent. Pull on the
flap if you need to use the latrine, I'll unlock ya. Food and drink comes three
times a day."


As he
spoke, he closed in to within a few meters.


Selene had
tested the length of her leg shackle the previous night.


Young, and
smiling, cheerful, the Private entered her little circle.


Perhaps he
was happy to have a cute girl for company, or under his power.


"Just
gimme a shout if you want something. I'll try to accomodate. My boss might be
wanting to talk to you soon. I'll give you a heads-up about that. Anyway. Nice
to meet--"


He came
close enough to stretch out a hand to shake.


Selene
bolted up from her chair and hurled herself forward.


Swinging
the tray, she struck the man on the jaw.


Blood and
teeth sprayed into the air.


Private Cohls
hit the ground. Selene heard a keyring jingling as he collapsed.


She knelt
beside him and picked his body.


Her
shackles soon fell to the floor beside him.


Through the
open tent flap, Selene charged into the forest.


"God
preserve me, for what I've done cannot be taken back." She prayed.


 


Adjar Occupation Zone -- Ghede Riverside


Along the
central curve of the Ghede the Nochtish forces rallied on their side of the
water.


Even the
most inattentive private could tell this push was going to the biggest yet.
Every trench, every foxhole, was crammed to capacity with men side by side,
back to back. Bandoliers of ammunition were passed around the lines, and every
third man had a submachine gun, or an automatic, heavy gun like a Quengler or
Norgler, instead of every eighth. Most telling was the wood behind them, thick
with firepower. Howitzers, anti-tank, and mortars as much as could be mustered
without thinning out the flanks. They had moved at night, and gone silent in
the morning, waiting for their chance.


On Haus'
orders, the line had been pushed as close to the river as it could be. Men were
dug-in a scant few meters from the cliffs and sand ramps that overlooked the
water. Their artillery had never been closer behind them than today. At night,
false bushes and green, moss-covered nets had been planted in several spots to
create an even "treeline" that was only 10 meters behind the infantry
line. Here rested their guns and mortars.


During Von
Sturm's attacks, the artillery was 500 meters behind the line.


Never had
the 13th Panzer Division been this close to the inscrutable face of the central
Ghede. This combat area had been abandoned quickly, due to the thick, tall
trees on the opposite side of the river, a veritable wall that had kept the
Ayvartans well defended.


Even now
nobody could see the Ayvartans in the forest opposite their own.


While they
searched silently for the enemy, the radio call came through.


It was not
Fruehauf's voice that hailed the men, but another woman.


"Take
your lunch; our guests will be late." said Cathrin Habich.


Along the
line, the word passed.


Holding on
to their rifles and machine guns, the men hunkered down and waited.


As Haus
instructed, the battle would not begin in the center.


On the
flanks, the message Cathrin delivered was different.


"Embark
soon, the host is already eating."


The Center
would wait, but the Flanks would launch their attack.


Tanks
roared to life and opened fire on the Ayvartan line in the eastern and western
Ghede. Machine guns spat long bursts of tracers over the river. Men with
shotguns and submachine guns and bayonets charged down the sand ramps and waded
into the river to begin the bloody assault against the other side of the Ghede,
dozens of meters away.


Again the
crossfire that characterized the Ghede battles whipped up a frenzied light
show. Red and green tracers crossed like swarms of glowing hornets over the
river. Tank rounds exploded between the trees. Mortar rounds sailed over the
forest's peak.


For fifteen
minutes the Center remained quiet.


Then the artillery
sounded on the flanks.


Eastern
batteries shot west, and western batteries shot east.


Every tube
plotted its fire against the center.


Before the
men dug into the center line, the treeline across the river exploded into fire
and light. They quickly realized that there were far more than their own guns
attacking the forest in front of them. Every tube along the Ghede was shooting
to support them. Hundreds of shells crashed between the trees, raising hot
orange pillars and choking black smoke. Branches went flying, fragments sliced
through the foliage. Fires started.


From a
trench, Lieutenant Aschekind rose, pistol in hand.


"Attack!"
He called out, his voice booming across the battlefield.


As one the
infantry rose up, a line of bodies several hundred meters long.


Norgler
teams dropped on the edges of cliffs and emptied their belts across the river.
Submachine gunners and bayonet-chargers rushed down the sand ramps and began to
wade toward the other side of the central Ghede. Bleary-eyed, full of adrenaline,
the men hurried across the 75 meters of relatively shallow river that separated them from the enemy bank. They
focused on the smoke and the blasts. They held their breaths.


Atop the
opposing embankment, machine gun barrels emerged from the brush, their
operators hiding behind metal shielding and waiting to line up a good
kill-zone.


As the
flanks were pinned down, the Center began to war in earnest.










One foot
forward, then the other.


Kern's insides
worked themselves raw, pumping and thrashing as he waded through the almost
chest-deep water. Nothing he had done in this war made him feel more powerless
and helpless than moving in water. Against the onrushing blue it took all
of his strength to merely stand straight, and every step was a monumental
effort.


Never had
he struggled so bitterly to move so slowly.


Part of him
did not want to move, knowing that beyond this river there were only more
people that he would be called on to brutalize. Selene's voice echoed in his
head, and made his footsteps heavier. It was as if her hand was on his
shoulder, pulling him back.


He shook
his head, and he struggled, and he tried to muffle that sweet voice.


One foot
forward, then the other.


His
water-proof bandolier weighed heavily on him, and he held his rifle over his
own head as he struggled forward, meter by terrible meter, so as not to drop
his rifle into the water and render it useless as a shooting weapon. One foot
forward, then the other. There was a clip loaded, but he knew he would not be
able to shoot until he reached dry land. He felt he would be knocked down into
the water if he tried to shoot it like this.


He needed
to concentrate on moving forward.


As the
battle intensified his window of opportunity grew narrower.


He knew
that the artillery distraction was over and the enemy was rallying.


In less
than an hour, the enemy could reinforce the center to drive them back.


Over his
shoulder he glanced at the lines of norgler fire tearing into the wood from the
ten meter high cliffs overlooking the sand ramp, and staring at the sky he saw
the tell-tale lines of smoke from falling shells. Fire from batteries in the
east and west crossed just over the central Ghede before falling over the
Ayvartans in the wood. Gunfire and explosions flashed from seemingly every
direction, lighting up the foamy waters.


Chunks of
wood and stone flew overhead and into the river, debris from the blasts.


But the
covering fire was beginning to slacken. And he could not respond except by
putting a foot forward, and then the other, on the soft, slippery, sandy
footholds below.


At his
sides were almost fifty other men. Some had gotten ahead, taking heavy, long
steps and deep, ragged breaths faster than any of their peers. Many had fallen
behind, gasping, dragging their boots over the sand, some clinging to other men
for support.


Seventy-five meters
in total, and yet even thirty of them felt like a continental journey.


In some
places, the cliffs were only 20 or 30 meters apart.


But nobody could
make such a jump. So they crossed 75 meters of water instead.


Kern
focused on the opposing side of the river. There was another steep, sandy
incline, where the rocky river-side cliffs had eroded into a ramp that would
lift them to the rest of the Ayvartan continent. He focused on the riverbank,
on the bushes, on the trees.


He heard
her voice. "You can stop." But he couldn't, he just couldn't.


But he did
stop, for a long second, peering over the water, over the sand.


He saw the
glinting of the metal barrel in the bushes before its muzzle flashed.


In his mind
he heard the invisible fingers pulling the trigger before the shot.


His
instincts responded in time with the rhythmic cracking of the gun.


"MACHINE
GUN!" Kern shouted as the Ayvartan Khroda opened fire.


A line of
bullets cut past him across the river.


Flying lead
bit into the river foam, like skipping stones across the surface, and the
ripples turned red. Automatic gunfire sliced through three men huddling
together for support just meters behind Kern, and they sank into the water
screaming, and were dragged away. Helpless, the remaining men trudged faster.
Kern grit his teeth and tried to force his stride, to hurry forward, but his
legs felt raw the instant he exerted them.


Several
rifles rose at his sides, and traded gunfire with the machine gun.


Rifle
cartridges soared into the bushes and clanked off something hard.


Ponderously
the barrel turned on its carriage.


Gunfire
swept across the river wherever the gun faced.


Deliberately,
like a fiery eye peering upon the damned, the machine gun turned, faced a man,
killed him, and faced another. One man, two men, a group, the gun picked them
all off, pushed them into the water, never again to be seen. Men huddled lower
to the water, trying to continue to wade, but every gray shirt above the water
was turning red.


Kern
stopped when he saw the water around him rippling with bullets.


Instinctively
he dropped beneath the surface.


His feet
left the earth, and he floated.


Before he
started to drift, he saw the bullets breaking the surface, like droplets of
steel coming down from the sky. They would crash through the river and slow
down enough to be briefly seen, in their dozens, in their hundreds, trailing
bubbles as they dove through flesh as easily as water. He saw blood burst
slowly from limbs and torsos without heads, dyeing the water crimson, and
ghost-pale men then falling through the foam and drifting past him in mute
agony or thrashing death. He could not count all of the fallen.


Twenty
meters, just twenty meters from the opposing shore.


All around
him men were dying just for those paltry twenty meters.


Kern's
helpless tears dissolved into the water around him.


Through the
falling lead he swam forward with all his strength. One arm before the other,
legs kicking, thrashing, inelegant. It was the same as the wading, but beneath
the foam.


Down the
river, his rifle floated away.


He could
hardly see underwater. His eyes stung, his vision warped. He tried to count the
steps in his mind, as if still walking, tying each swimming step to a meter.
One, two, three; intermittently he saw more bullets, more simultaneous fire,
definitely more machine guns. Were the Ayvartans fortifying the ramp? Was he
swimming to death?


Five, six,
seven, eight; he pushed aside the corpse of a man whose bandolier had hooked
onto a log caught on rocks at the bottom of the river, and he disappeared
downstream as Kern rushed past. Nine, ten, eleven, twelve; it was so close now!


As if
tearing open a door Kern thrust with his arms and his legs, surging forward
with all of his strength. He hit the sand roughly, and he felt the jagged rocks
embedded in the soil striking every bit of him as he beached at the foot of the
sand ramp. Gasping for air, face covered in sand and mud and eyes afire with
tears and dirty water, he ripped open his bandolier, withdrew the pistol hidden
with his rifle ammunition, and shot up the ramp.


His pistol
rounds bounced uselessly off the gun shield hidden in the bush.


Enemy
riflemen peered out of the bush and took hasty aim at him.


Kern wanted
to shout; he had made it across! He was the first!


He rapped
the trigger of his pistol, and heard the futile click, click, click.


Two shots
from the rifles. Sand kicked up in his face.


Both men worked
their bolts, gritting their teeth, shouting at the trees.


He had been
missed then, but would not be missed again.


Crying,
gritting his teeth, Kern hit the trigger on his pistol, over and over.


Click,
click, click-- boom.


The blaring
retort of a tank gun silenced the machine gun and the rifles.


At the top
of the ramp an explosion consumed the defending Ayvartans.


In an
instant Kern's enemy went silent behind the rapidly burning bushes.


Speechless,
he turned his head over his shoulder.


Back on the
Nochtish side of the river, atop the sand ramp, the Sentinel Foot's smoking gun
presided over the crossing of fifty new men. At the head of this new group was
Lieutenant Aschekind, charging through the river like a boar, undeterred by the
slippery ground and the current. In seemingly fewer strides than anyone he made
it clean across, and took a knee beside Kern, looking up at the ramp with his
pistol in hand.


"Can
you stand?" He asked.


Kern wanted
to shout at him that he couldn't; that he shouldn't. That they all needed to stop, to
turn back, to cease this madness. That it was hurting
them, killing them; hurting and killing this continent and its people. It was
senseless, it would fix nothing, it would change
nothing in the world for the good. Selene's voice cursed and spat at him.


She told
him that he could stop, that he could turn back, that he could change it.


That he
could save himself, save others, save their souls, save this land.


Her voice
shouted with all its force, bound up in his guilt and anxiety and pain.


But he
couldn't listen to it. Not while the bullets were still flying.


Lieutenant
Aschekind offered his hand. Kern took it, and he did stand.


He was the
first Nochtish man across the Ghede river.


Despite the
tears in his eyes and the gaping wound in his heart, he could not stop.


He could
turn not back across that bloody-red river anymore.


Kern
reloaded his pistol, and followed Aschekind up the ramp. They took cover behind
the remains of the Ayvartan gun in the smoking bush, and waited for backup.


There were
forces far greater and stronger than he hurling him into this hell.


He wanted
to think he was as helpless in the face of them as Selene before God.


 


Ayvarta, Adjar
Occupation Zone — Kalu Hilltops, North


Through the
endless forest she ran from her implied enemy, but her body was giving up. Her
legs felt tremendously heavy beneath her, and her stride grew slack. Her lungs
were raw from the labor, and her throat tight, dry, in stinging pain. She
slowed to a stop, her eyes scanning every corner of the wood for the hunters
she knew to be after her.


There was
nobody in sight; there was nothing in sight at all. Just green and brown.


Selene
bowed her head against the trunk of a slender tree, and tugged on the neck of her
dress. She felt warm air escape from her chest, and the cold touch of sweaty
fabric struggling to cling as she pulled on it. Her parched tongue lolled out
of her mouth.


She thought
she heard footsteps, and raised her head in a panic.


But there
was nothing behind her. Nothing in any direction but trees and endless
green canopy overhead, penetrated by thin beams of light. Picturesque as the
northern Kalu was, the forest was also heating up as the noon passed, and
Selene was thoroughly exhausted. Hungry, thirsty, sweat-soaked, her muscles
raw. She had never traversed the Northern Kalu. She knew no landmarks that
could lead her back to her village.


And she was
not much of an adventurer. She was a teacher, and a nurse -- a nun.


A nun that
could swing a mean breakfast tray; but a nun nonetheless.


Helplessly
her eyes continued to glance over every centimeter of her surroundings.


She could
have sworn she was heading south after leaving the tent, but she lost all sense
of direction in the wood. And she had made a foolish mistake, too. She had
found several rags tied to trees, markers for the enemy. Believing herself
pursued, she undid them all and stomped them into the dirt and brush. Now she
could not even find her way back to the Nochtish camp. They were the only
conspicuous sight.


She was now
drowning in the green.


Had God
chosen this for her? To slowly wither away here, alone and afraid?


She pushed
herself off the tree and ambled in an unknown direction.


At her side
the forest scrolled slowly past, like the moving scenery of a clockwork stage.


Wherever
the canopy broke, the Ayvartan sun blinded her to the sky.


She could
not even use its position to determine her own -- she could not even stare at
it, it was so hot and close. Even the Heavens had been denied to her. She felt
the sweat breaking out of her skin whenever she was exposed to the sun's heat
directly. Clearings became just another location to avoid as she continued
her aimless trek forward.


She saw no
animals, not even birds.


Perhaps
they had all been driven off by the noise and smoke.


Noise.


She thought
to crane her head and try to listen for man-made sounds. To put her ears to the
ground and try to feel the mechanical vibrations. Tanks and trucks could be
heard and felt from quite afar in a peaceful forest. But she heard nothing.
Everything was so silent and still that she felt a force boring through her
ears, and a ringing in her head.


Selene kept
moving.


Her vision
swam. She lost track of time.


One foot in
front of the other. Her strength slowly wavered.


She clasped
her hands in prayer. They shook with tension and exhaustion.


"Merciful
God, deliver me from this. I want only to serve these people of the south and
to lead an untroubled life at their side. Powerful God in Heaven, give me the
strength to turn my back on the tricolor gates, for I have life left to live
upon the world of flesh--"


She tripped
on a tree root and fell face-first into a pile of leaves.


Her body
hit the floor with an audible thud.


For a
moment she lay there, her mind empty of thought.


Instinctively
she moved to stand again, and felt this drain her remaining strength.


When she
stood, she was unsteady. She did not think she could take another step.


Beneath
her, the floor shook unnaturally, sweeping forward and back in a nauseating
fashion. She raised her eyes from the ground, hoping her gaze could then keep
steady.


In front of
her, framed in the light of a clearing, she saw a woman come running in.


Young,
brown-haired, tall, pretty.


Grey-uniformed.


Weeping.


Waving a
bottle in her hand.


"Fuck
it all! Fuck everything!" She shouted at the top of her lungs.


Her voice
echoed across the forest. She flung her bottle.


Selene felt
some of the glass spray close to her as the bottle burst on a nearby tree.


She cringed
reflexively and the woman laid eyes on her.


Each
silently assessed the other.


Then the
woman, eyes puffy with tears and drink, slowly approached, some drunken
realization dawning on her face. She staggered forward, weeping, a devastated
expression building on her face as if she had seen a family member die before
her.


Tears began
to cascade from her eyes, and to join fluid dribbling from her nose.


She held
out her hand gently, reaching out to the nun.


Selene
backed off a step, but not enough of them; the drunk woman threw herself on the
nun and wept and screamed and thrashed into her breast and made a scene.


"Oh
sister! Holy sister! I am filthy! I am a fallen woman! I've fallen to
sin!"


She shouted
and shouted the same repetitive cries before moving to new ones.


"I've
taken to the bottle! I've turned away from the Lord! I hate this place, sister!
This continent is unholy! It is tearing apart my soul, sister! Save me!
Please!"


Some tender
instinct engraved in her soul caused Selene to brush Fruehauf's hair with her
fingers to try to console her, but it made no difference. Fruehauf was
distraught to a terrible extreme. She tugged on Selene's dress and nearly
brought her to the floor. She wrapped her arms around the woman's waist, crying
and screaming, struggling like a child throwing a tantrum. Selene had to grab
her to prevent her from sliding to the dirt.


"Forgive
me, blessed, pure woman of God! Forgive me! Save me!"


Her head
bobbed against the nun's waist.


Selene
stood still, stunned to silence, her head completely blank. She could not process
this scene, it had shocked her numb after all of her sufferings. It was a
veritable ambush.


"Sister,
please, sister--"


Over
Fruehauf's recurring cries an even louder voice sounded from the distance. It
cut off the distraught woman's shouting and reverberated across the wood
like a deific call.


"FRUEHAUF!"


Selene and
Fruehauf both turned their heads back toward the clearing.


General
Anton Von Sturm approached between trees, staring skeptically.


"Who
is this? What are you doing? We've been searching for hours! You could've been
killed by some wild animal here! If you're going to get drunk, get drunk at the
base!"


Mid-shout,
the General paused and took stock of the scene before him.


Nun and
radio operator, in a compromising position in the middle of the wood.


Von Sturm
rubbed his chin, staring at Selene much more intently.


He pointed
a finger at her and she bristled in response, her eyes drawing wide.


"Are
you the chaplain?" He asked. "Wait, no. Chaplains aren't
female."


He rubbed
his chin again.


Staring dumbly,
Selene felt as though she had been given a revelation from God.


To
surrender; running any more was futile.


Sighing,
Selene raised her arms through Fruehauf's own.


"I
give up." She moaned.


Von Sturm
raised an eyebrow.


"Um.
You what?" He asked, staring between Fruehauf and Selene.


Helplessly,
the nun shrugged. Fruehauf broke into a fresh round of crying.


One had to
suppose this was all God's will, but Selene found it terribly frustrating.


 


Adjar Occupation Zone -- Ghede Riverside


Elevation
levers slammed down across the Nochtish artillery line, and every gun tube fell
to its neutral position. Red-hot 10.5 cm barrels smoked; shells flew in
straight lines over the cliffs and across the Ghede, smashing apart thick tree
trunks, setting alight bushes, and scattering hidden sandbag emplacements and
machine gun shields and mortar pits. Direct fire burnt and crushed the
Ayvartan cover and slowly unveiled the defending line.


From the
felled trees and shredded bushes, the Ayvartans stood undaunted. They pushed out
their machine guns and their own cannons, inching forward and joining the duel
in earnest. Both sides came in full view of another, and traded fire as if
across an open field rather than a river. Had there been a connection they
could have been met with bayonets; the standstill became a pitched battle over
the cliffs and ramps.


Endless
streams of gunfire crossed the riverside.


As the
violence played out several meters overhead, riflemen trickled across the
river, huddling at the various sand ramps and treelines. Descending into the
river, they braved the water as the guns battled. Machine gun fire flew thick
on all sides, slowing the beachheads down. Up the ramps, small groups of men
crawled, making it to bushes before falling, either dead or suppressed. Snipers
in the trees and machine gunners in the remaining brush took their pick of
them. There were flashpoints and fires all along the central Ghede in short
order. On the cliffs, between the ramps, it was pure chaos.


Field
Marshal Haus resolved to put out all the fires in the line as best as he could.


The
Sentinel Foot stood briefly above the sand ramp occupied by Alpha unit, named
for its commander, Aschekind. Impressed with the man's stature and commanding
presence, Haus had given his unit the most dangerous approach. He witnessed his
failure in judgment first-hand. No unit was wholly akin to its commander,
and only one man had made it across on the first wave. Now Haus loaded rounds
into his turret, and lobbed high explosive across the river to personally cover
Aschekind's second wave.


He struck
one machine gun dead-on, and blasted away a curtain of bushes, killing several
snipers in the process and saving the first man across the river. Morale seemed
to hold for now. Haus had opened the way, and the second platoon wading into
the Ghede was making good process. He felt confident he could leave the area in
a minute.


There were
many more fires to fight, and not enough hoses to fight them all.


"Alpha
unit has crossed the river and are engaging. Delta and Theta are stuck, and
suffering loses. All units are on their second wave. None of the first waves
were successful." Cathrin reported, crouched beside the radio and shouting
into the turret.


"Wouldn't
be a military plan if it didn't initially fuck up." The Field Marshal
replied.


He pulled
open the 50mm gun breech, shoved a rotund shell inside, and locked it.


Through his
gun sight, he focused on the treeline just over Alpha's sand ramp.


Haus
pressed his electric trigger, and his shell soared over his own men and detonated.


A curtain
of smoke fell over them, blocking the enemy's view of the ramp.


"That
will have to do. Driver, east, one kilometer, full speed!"


Eight
wheels propelled the Sentinel Foot, four on each side, and the sleek machine turned
around its body and charged along the river-side, leaving behind Alpha's ramp.


At almost
80 kilometers per hour the machine sped past the trenches and the artillery
guns, strafing to present a harder target for the mortars and artillery. His
own guns held their fire as he passed, before joining battle again. Fragments
bounced off the thirty millimeters of armor, and it rolled through the plumes
of mortar blasts and through the hail of machine gun fire unharmed. Haus turned
his turret perpendicular to the chassis to face the enemy defenses, and found
an almost unbroken line of rifles and guns flashing relentlessly. He lifted his
hand from the cannon and seized his coaxial Norgler machine gun, holding the
down the trigger and spraying the opposing side of the river.


"Sir,
we're almost to the flashpoint!" Cathrin called out.


Haus pushed
open the top hatch and peered out, careful not to expose too much.


The
Sentinel Foot slowed, and ahead he spotted the place where the ground descended
from the rocky river-side cliffs, forming another sand ramp into the water. He
saw his men rushing down the ramp, charging into the water, and immediately
slowing to crawl, wading, taking long, tall strides as if they wanted to
extricate their feet entirely from the chest-high water with each step. Machine
gun fire met them from the riverbank.


"Men!
Press on!" Haus shouted, lifting up a fist. "You can take this
river!"


In the next
instant a mortar shell fell into the water and exploded amid the lead platoon
elements before they could be heartened by Haus' appearance. The remainder of
the platoon turned frantic, and began to overexert themselves, hurrying to
cross.


Gritting
his teeth, Haus descended into his turret again. He hit the electric drive, and
the gun swung toward the enemy emplacements, again hidden behind thick bushes
atop the ramp on their side of the river. In a few seconds he acquired a
target, watching the muzzle flash inside of the vegetation. He loaded a shell,
took aim and quickly fired.


There was a
burst, and a cloud of smoke and flying plant debris obscured the top of the
ramp. Once the dust settled the machine gun lay unveiled, a hole through its
shield.


He drew in
a breath and scanned around for contacts.


At the edge
of his vision a much brighter muzzle flashed.


He heard a
blast, too quickly and too close by, and the Sentinel Foot shook up, as if it
suddenly desired to tip over on its side. Dirt and rocks scattered skyward from
the blast then fell over the vehicle's armor, rapping the metal with a sound
like ricocheting bullets.


"Anti-tank
gun! Seventy-six millimeters, 6 o' clock from your vantage!" Cathrin
shouted.


"Deploy
counter-measures!" Haus shouted back.


Cathrin
bolted up from the radio's side and ran to the corners of the vehicle. Clicking
noises issued from each side as she hit the triggers on the smoke launchers.


Grenades
jumped up over the vehicle's sides and erupted with a snap.


Clouds of
gray smoke spread over the surrounding area and obscured the machine.


"Forward,
quickly!"


Haus swung
the gun around, again perpendicular to the chassis.


He peered
through the sights.


As the
driver hit the acceleration, he waited for a muzzle flash from outside the
smoke.


He saw the
machine guns' bullets, blaring red in every direction. Within the curtain of
smoke it was an eerie sight, the red lines tracing swift patterns in the thick
air.


An average
crew could reload a 76mm gun fairly quickly.


Haus
counted the seconds.


A shot;
something flew past the Sentinel Foot, and the Field Marshal had his target.


From a
shell rack at his side, Haus seized an HE shell and put it through the tube.


His own
report was much tinnier than that of the broader 76mm gun.


But he had
a much longer barrel and thus greater velocity.


Through the
smoke, he saw the effect immediately.


A muted orange
glow in the distance.


When the
Sentinel Foot escaped its own smoke cloud, Haus found the Ayvartan gun burning,
its ammunition likely triggered by the HE detonation. He had killed it.


With his
own hide safe and secure, Haus turned his attention to the battle again.


He jerked
the elevation wheel to lower his gun, and spied his men through the sight.


Across the
river, a dozen men huddled behind the rock walls at the sides of the opposing
ramp, hiding from the gunfire in the cliff overhead. Meanwhile the Ghede ran
red with the blood of the other forty men who had attempted to cross, cut down
by incessant fire while the AT gun tied up the Sentinel Foot. Haus grit his
teeth at the sight.


He might
have misjudged the amount of firepower the Ayvartans had committed to this
center. And there would be more to come if they could not seize this
opportunity.


Taking a
bullhorn from a hook nearby, Haus rose from the top of his turret.


Amid the
gunfire, to the men across the river, he shouted, "Men, take heart! Field
Marshal Dietrich Haus personally supports your advance! Press the assault with
me!"


Haus dove
back into the turret, and hailed his driver on the intercom.


"Into
the river."


Without a
word of dissent, the driver took the Sentinel Foot down the ramp and into the
water at a gentle speed. Immediately the machine slowed further to a crawl, the
wheels sloshing water and dragging sand. And yet, they moved at a better clip
than any of the men could against the onrushing river, and with much greater
endurance for the current.


The
Ayvartans did not merely sit and gawk at the vehicle. At the top of the ramp
and along the tree lines, the machine guns concentrated their red tracers on
the armored car and ignored the men in the cliffs. Thousands of bullets hurled
toward the Sentinel Foot.


"Hatches
down, slits closed!" Haus called out.


Cathrin
shut the slit at her side, and up front the driver did the same.


Buttoned
down, the Sentinel Foot was impervious to the bullets.


Haus sat
through the cacophonous noise of thousands
of hits ringing against his armor, confident he would not be injured. The
Sentinel Foot slogged on, meter by grueling meter. His men on the other side
stared over their shoulders in disbelief as the Sentinel Foot approached, and
they rallied; picking their submachine guns, grenades and rifles back up,
searching their waterproof bandoliers for ammunition, they readied to attack.


Then there
was a voice on the radio, broadcasting to all frequencies.


"Please
make way in sector Delta, precious cargo coming!"


Haus raised
an eyebrow.


Cathrin
peered her head beneath the turret, looking up at Haus with confusion.


"Sir, it's Von Drachen!" She said.


In response
Haus slammed the electric drive switch.


Swinging
the turret to his sides and up, Haus peered through the sight just in time.


From atop
the cliff, a Stud cargo truck launched across the river at the closest point
between two cliffs. It almost cleared the jump, using the cliff like a ramp, but there was no miracle.
It slammed into the rocks and was crushed and splattered in pieces.


But this
was not the end of this bizarre event.


Trailing
behind the truck were
several cargo containers, stuck stiffly together somehow.


Down they
fell; but they were longer than the cliffs were apart.


Haus could
not believe what he was watching unfold.










Von Drachen
had never quite gotten driving down
to a science, so at his side, Colonel Gutierrez handled the wheel, the gear
shifts, and other technical details. Von Drachen insisted, however, on pressing
down the acceleration pedal of the Stud truck with his own boot, so that he
could be sure it was jammed all the way down to the floor.


"Mijo! We need to slow down!" shouted the
old Colonel.


"That
defeats the purpose of everything." Von Drachen gently replied.


The Stud
had no room to dodge any foliage, and instead plowed right through bushes and
over slender young trees. Behind it, the truck towed several thick metal cargo
containers on tank-transport beds. Von Drachen and Gutierrez had personally
welded the containers together, and made it so the truck could not possibly
maneuver in any direction. This was all engineered for a purpose, Von Drachen
assured everyone.


All it
would take was one too-thick tree to end that purpose.


Truly the
Messiah defended them, for there were no thick trees in their way yet that
would have simply killed them as they failed to plow through. Instead of fatal,
the ride was simply bumpy and uncomfortable. Wildly shaking in the cabin,
Guttierrez barely had to move the wheel. Their truck was so heavy with its
cargo and so stiff in the back that it could not possibly maneuver. It hurtled
at such terrible speed it was like a train.


At the
truck's sides, a pair of scout cars followed, weaving through the forest in
close support. Von Drachen looked out at the men in the cars and hailed them on
the radio.


"Cuan
cerca?" He asked. How close?


There were
two tiers of answers Von Drachen received, one of which was most prevalent and
multifaceted: cries of panic, desperate shrugs, and entreaties to please stop
the madness. He ignored all of these. He intended to continue the madness as
far as it would go. He reminded them that he had engineered this for a purpose.


Then there
was the hysterical screaming that told Von Drachen his objective was close.


That
particular answer, he would respond to.


Von Drachen
picked up the truck radio, and broadcast as far and wide as possible.


"Please
make way in sector Delta, precious cargo coming!"


Nonchalantly,
he then set the handset down.


"We
should jump." He said, as if looking for consensus.


Gutierrez
hastily let go of the wheel, threw open the door and hurled himself out.


Von Drachen
glanced ahead, nodded to himself with satisfaction, and leaped too.


He hit the
ground on his shoulder, then his hip, and collapsed groggily on his side.


Slowly
he turned to face the river and laughed raucously through fits of agony.


Careening
out of control, the truck burst out of the treeline, knocked over some
sandbags, perhaps ran over a trench harmlessly, and then flew over the river as
it was intended to. It had picked up enough speed, and the cliff was elevated
enough, to launch. Von Drachen watched it sail impossibly into the air with
child-like glee.


While the
truck portion was crushed against the opposing cliff and fell to pieces in the
water, the containers did their job as planned. They became wedged at a steep
angle between the two sides of the river, forming a makeshift bridge across the
water, and better still, quite a good ways up to the opposing cliffside. Though
it was not perfect, with a bit of rope and ingenuity, or maybe just upper body
strength, it was now possible to scale the cliffs. Von Drachen smiled and
laughed. This obviated the bloody business with the ramps. He reached for his
radio, and found it crushed against his bloodied hip.


Though he
had wanted to call for a general assault, he figured it was now implied.


Behind him,
the men from the scout cars stopped and helped him to stand.


"No, no! Vayan al puente!" cried Von
Drachen, urging them to fight.


The men
stared at each other, and at Von Drachen, who repeated himself more harshly.


"Al rio, idiotas!
Dejenme ir!"


At once,
both men dropped Von Drachen, who hit the ground badly again, and charged
toward the cliff without question, jumping down onto the bridge, and breaking
into a run across, submachine guns and pistols blaring against the opposing
cliff face.


Von Drachen
watched them go with a great sense of satisfaction.


Even after
he lost all track of them in the chaos of the battle, he felt elated.


From the
bushes, a bruised Colonel Gutierrez reappeared, hobbling toward him.


"Gutierrez!"
Von Drachen shouted. "I'm afraid I threw something out and am finding it
difficult to stand. You seem healthier. Please go command the battle in my
stead."


Gutierrez
scoffed loudly at him. "You crazy mijo? I'm not setting foot on that goddamn
contraption. I'm almost sixty years old, I'm not up to this nonsense anymore!
It's bad enough you made me weld all of that together on such short notice. I'm
done."


Defiantly,
Gutierrez sat down beside the fallen Von Drachen, crossing his legs.


From his
back pocket, he withdrew a little book and began to read scripture.


"Well,
if that's the way you feel about it." Von Drachen replied, shrugging.


Despite his
Colonel's recalcitrance, the Cissean contingent began to carry the battle. More
of Von Drachen's men came charging in from the bush, and arriving to battle in
cars and tractors and old, weathered motorcycles. Without word the Cisseans
rushed past their fallen commander and leaped down onto the bridge, and
followed it up the nearby cliff. A line of men, jumping down their cliff and
running up to the opponent's.


Soon his
entire battalion was rolling across his bridge and into the fight.


Though the
Nochtish men had crossed first, it was the Cissean who broke the line.


Within the
hour, the Ghede would see a rout, and Von Drachen, laying at the riverside,
would personally see it as well. Or as much of it as he could see from the
dirt.


 


Ayvarta, Adjar Occupation Zone — Kalu Hilltops, North


Anton Von
Sturm waited behind a desk in the headquarters tent, horrified.


He tapped
his fingers on the hard wood, staring blankly at the walls.


Across the
room, a sleeping Fruehauf snored gently under Von Drachen's coat.


He wished
he was as drunk as she was.


It had been
a rough day for him, and it was only about to get worse.


Reinforced
by hundreds of Cisseans urged to fight by Von Drachen's madness, Haus and the
13th Panzer Division crossed the Ghede and poured through the center of the
Ayvartan line. Slicing apart the defenses across the river, the 13th soon put
Von Drachen's bridge out of commission as it became safe for Alpha unit and
Delta unit to bring their engineers and build much safer pontoon bridges across
the Ghede. Tanks and artillery began to cross, and by nightfall, much of the
enemy resistance had faltered.


Mass
surrenders ensued, and Nocht had its foothold in Tambwe.


Word spread
immediately back to the 13th's HQ.


Haus had
won and he had not been there.


Von Sturm
raised his head to the tent door, waiting for retribution to come.


Haus would
probably crush him in his palm.


To think of
all people, Von Drachen had gone
to fight, and he hadn't?


He told
himself that it was not his fault.


Fruehauf
had gone stupidly missing and needed to be accounted for and made safe; some
nun went on a rampage and nearly killed an idiot private who had let his guard
down, smitten with her. Where had she even come from? He had to take time to
investigate that. And there were administrative matters too! There were
supplies coming in from the south that had to be vetted and coordinated and
signed off on. Haus' Panzer Army was coming north, and Engineering had to make
sure there was space for them.


It was
hard, being a General! He was not just sitting around!


But the
optics were harrowing. Von Sturm's subordinates had fought where he had failed
to. The Field Marshal had led
the fight to victory from the front lines while the Brigadier responsible for
every unit along that river sat behind a desk and trudged through the forest
and peeked into the backs of trucks and argued with laborers about sandbags.


He
should've been at least a dozen kilometers behind the fighting in a radio tank.


Instead he
was many several dozen away, and it was all out of his sight and mind.


He heard
the tent door being tampered with, and snapped his head up.


Retribution
had come. Von Sturm stood from his desk, and readied to grovel.


Ambling
past the tent flaps was a well-bandaged Von Drachen, walking on a cane.


"Anton,
I have returned from the river, where I could have died, but did not."


Von Sturm
promptly turned his back on him and returned to his desk, burying his head
against it. This was the last thing he wanted to deal with today. He had no idea what to do about
Von Drachen. He was useful; much more reliable than Meist or the Colonels. But
he was so bizarre that Von Sturm could not even muster the wit to become
properly mad at him. It was as if a piece was glaringly missing from their
every interaction.


For his
part, Drachen either never understood Von Sturm's reactions or ignored them.


"I see
you have all had a busy day." Von Drachen said.


Von Sturm
raised his head in time to see Von Drachen staring quizzically at Fruehauf.


"Is
that my coat?" He asked.


"Yes.
She's had a rough day. I wanted to give her my coat, like a gentleman, but I
must've lost it in Bada Aso." Von Sturm replied. He sighed audibly.
"You left yours so I put it over her instead. I think she's sleeping off
all that she's drank the past few days."


"Ah, I
see. Very gentlemanly, indeed! How did she respond to your kindness?"


"She
cried. Copiously." Von Sturm said.


Von Drachen
nodded sagely. "Moved to tears by your chivalry."


His
self-serious expression frustrated Von Sturm.


"I
highly doubt it. What do you want, Von Drachen?"


"Oh,
sorry. I wanted to warn you that Haus is outside."


Much to Von
Sturm's dismay, behind Von Drachen the tent flap waved again.


"Haus
is inside now, actually."


The Field
Marshal nonchalantly arrived, his blond radio girl at his side.


Both of
them had the same deadly serious facet. Only Haus spoke.


"Has
news of our victory reached your ears yet? Or were you too far afield?"


"I--"


Before Von
Sturm could reply, Haus immediately interrupted him.


"Curious
that all of the artillery did not wake you from your little nap. Perhaps,
Anton, you thought the thundering of the heavens, as we clashed viciously
with the enemy and snatched glory from the hands of defeat, was but mere
quaking, an inconvenience?"


"Field
Marshal--"


Again Haus
spoke again too fast for Von Sturm to get a word in.


"Anton,
I cannot express my disappointment in words. So I will use actions."


Haus marched
up to Von Sturm's desk and lashed out with his hand.


He ripped
Von Sturm's pins from his lapel, and peeled off his shoulder insignia.


Both these
things he threw on the floor, and stepped on with his boot.


Behind him,
Cathrin adjusted her glasses, and approached the desk.


She handed
Von Sturm a file folder. Reassignment papers.


"You
are unfit to lead a strategic unit. Effective immediately, you are demoted to
Colonel, in command of the 13th Panzer Battalion.
We shall call it S-Battalion, for now. You will serve under the 13th Panzer Brigade, led by Gaul Von
Drachen." Haus declared.


Von Sturm
was so taken aback that his one reaction was to snap his head toward Von
Drachen, who seemed to have no reaction of his own to offer for his sudden
promotion.


"Ah,"
was all Von Drachen said about this matter. A small smile played across his
lips.


Haus did
not even address him. He continued to speak brusquely in Von Sturm's direction,
poking him roughly with the tip of his gloved index finger. "You will take
part in tactical operations with your unit. I want you at the front, under my
auspice. As part of the elite 1st Panzer Army, you will learn our operational
art in the fire, like every other unit commander, or die trying. I will forge
you into the genius you were supposed to be."


Each jab of
that finger felt like a gunshot right into Von Sturm's heart.


He could
say nothing in his defense, nor reply. He did nothing but stand, taking
each strike from that gloved finger, staring at the floor. Forces far greater
than him were swinging him wherever they wanted him to go, and he could do
nothing to hang on.


In his
mind, there was only Bada Aso, burning and burning.


It was
where everything of his had gone to burn.


Colonel
Anton Von Sturm, dark circles around his eyes, a blank expression on his
too-pallid face, and no more will to fight the inevitable, silently
saluted the Field Marshal.




















After the
successes along the river, an area for prisoners was established in the 13th
Panzer Division's temporary rear area in the Kalu woodlands. One area had tents
where officers and specialists could be kept and interrogated. A second area
was established that had larger and simpler accommodations -- open-air pens
under the woodland canopy, fenced off, guarded by military police with
submachine guns and bayonet-armed rifles. By the dozens, Ayvartan troops were
led to their pens and closed off behind gates.


In one
particular pen, the Ayvartans seemed surprised to find someone already there.


Hog-tied,
gagged, shackled, and restrained in every possible way, then encased in a metal
cage fit more for a big dog than a human, Selene Lucci laid on her side,
moaning.


Though she
preferred it to agonizing, lonely starvation, this was still quite a curious
path that God had sent her on, and she did not feel quite so elated to be alive
at the moment.


At the very
least her new confinement was in the open air and shade, rather than stuffed in
a tent. That would have been a much crueler touch to an already stressful
captivity.


She could
see the day waning outside, and feel the cool, fresh evening breeze.


It would
have been great, had it not been for her arms and legs, tied behind her back
with rough ropes, and her whole body criss-crossed by chains and belts to bind
her in every possible way, emphasizing the murderous threat she posed to
Nocht's soldiery.


Though she
had not even managed to kill the guard she had stricken in her attempted
escape, the narrative had become that she was quite deadly, a complete monster.
It was for her that a manhunt was established mid-afternoon, distracting the
entire command cadre and military police detachment from the Ghede battle. Not
at all to find a drunken, lost radio girl; no, it was all meant for the Devil's
Own Nun, communist spy Selene Lucci.


"You're
lucky you're a messianic nun. They wanted to shoot you for all this."


Kern
Beckert lay pensively on the other side of fence surrounding the pen. Her cage
had been laid in a corner, so he was as close at her side as he could be in
these conditions, ostensibly guarding her.
He had his back to the chain-links of the fence, resting against the metal
poles keeping Selene locked in. He sighed, groaned, and quietly suffered.


Through the
belt gag stuffing her mouth, Selene made a sarcastic-sounding noise.


Ever since
he had gotten back from the river on a truck full of wounded, he had left his
unit behind and planted himself beside her cage and stared at his shoes. His
brutish commander seemed to allow him this, despite his choice of company. Kern
looked much worse for wear. His eyes looked distant and hollow. His uniform was
filthy, and he smelled of all kinds of substances. He spoke in a beaten-down,
hollow tone of voice.


"I
think I'm going to volunteer to be a medic, or military police, or something. I
know if I stay at the front, I will keep fighting. As long as I'm there I won't
stop." Kern said.


Selene made
a sarcastic noise and wondered if they were registering to him as such.


Kern reached
into the cage and pulled out the rubber bit stuck into her mouth.


She
coughed, and spat.


"I can
undo some of the belts and ropes, but not the chains." He said.


"Is
that an offer or statement of fact?" Selene croaked, her voice warped by
a dry throat.


Kern
withdrew a knife from his leg, and started to wear away at the knots on her
arms.


"Stop."
Selene said. "You'll be caught. Look."


Immediately
Kern hid his knife and stood up, pretending to guard the cage.


Across the
camp, an officer of some description arrived. Perhaps a Captain or Major,
someone from Battalion, come to inspect the prisoners. He walked past the tents
of the imprisoned Ayvartan officers, and stood at the gate to the infantry pen
with a conceited smile on his face. Hands behind his back, he scanned around
the faces in the pen.


"Is
there any one of you who has something useful to say?"


There were
a few responses, all in Ayvartan. Curses, brief expressions of woe, a few
threats. Most of the captive Ayvartans turned their backs on the walls of the
pen, defiant. However, there was a small group that huddled, as if plotting
something, and then sent a representative to the pen gate. He started to speak
to the officer, but there was an immediate problem -- he was speaking Ayvartan,
and the officer did not understand.


The
Officer raised his eyebrow skeptically. "What do you want? Speak
words!"


Again the
Ayvartan entreated in his own language.


Whatever he
was saying was riling up other prisoners, but none of the Nochtish men could
understand. They only saw a ruckus starting, and they pressed their guns into
the pen threateningly and made the situation tense. The Officer was becoming
exhausted. Perhaps he thought it was his own presence offending the enemy.
Selene could not hear what was being said exactly, but she knew it was splinter
group of cooperative prisoners that was angering the rest. She wondered what
they could be offering.


"Ugh.
Does anyone here know Ayvartan?" the Officer called out.


Nobody
responded at first.


Then Kern's
eyes drew wide with dawning realization.


Selene
shook her head rapidly at him, but he was up before she could stop him.


"Sir!
This woman in the cage knows Ayvartan and Nochtish!" He shouted.


Selene grit
her teeth.


Intrigued,
the Officer walked around the pen to Kern's side, and the cooperative Ayvartans
followed, perhaps understanding the situation by body language.


Everyone
huddled around Selene's cage.


The Officer
looked perturbed by her, and kept some distance from the cage.


"Are
you sure, Private? I'm told this nun is quite rabid." He said.


"I'm
positive, sir." Kern said.


Selene
sighed. She gave him a dirty look, but he was not paying her attention.


So quick to
try to help, and so unable to actually do so.


The Officer
appeared reasonably pleased.


"Very
well then. Nun, please translate what this man and his colleagues are trying to
tell me, and you may then take your meals without ropes and chains." He
said.


Though she thought
of resisting, the proposition was too good.


The Officer
pointed at the Ayvartans and then at the nun.


"He
wants me to translate for you." Selene said to the group.


She was
immediately understood. Her Ayvartan was very well practiced.


Several
prisoners crouched beside her cage, and gave her the details.


Her heart
skipped several beats as they told her their story.


Selene
regretted having agreed to this, but she had no better choices now.


Turning her
head to the Officer and to Kern, she passed on the crux of the message.


"They
say they are part of the 8th Rifle Division," she said, "and that
they have contacts and intelligence in Tambwe and desire to propose an
operation to your leaders."


 




 


 


















42. Rumbling Hearts


 


47th of the Aster's Gloom
2030 D.C.E


Tambwe
Dominance -- Rangda City, 8th Division Garrison HQ


As the sun
rose to keep its noon-time appointments, the door to the temporary Regimental
Headquarters slammed suddenly open. Logia Minardo wandered nonchalantly inside,
singing a little tune to herself. Despite her visible pregnancy, she was as
sprightly as a teenage girl, swinging her hips, tossing her shoulder-length
hair, taking little dancing steps into the building. From her fingers swung a
cloth bag that she used as a prop in her act.


Her feet
thudded on the floor as she neared her desk, adding percussion to her voice.


Coming out
of a quick spin, she set down her bag and snapped her fingers with a flourish.


Behind the
main desk, Colonel Madiha Nakar and her pet dragon glared the Staff Sergeant's
way, both taking the same guarded posture and wearing exactly the same sour
expression toward her. Neither of them seemed amused with Minardo's antics.
Kali was even growling. Fully uniformed, even wearing her officer's cap, Madiha
looked likewise unapproachable.


Minardo
smiled and waved her hand at the pair. She spoke in a flighty tone of voice.


"Oh
my, I don't know if it's pet influencing owner or owner influencing pet
anymore."


Madiha's
sour expression grew concertedly sour.
Kali then mimicked her.


In the Colonel's
mind, a reservoir of good will toward Minardo was rapidly emptying.


"I am
wondering why you failed to pick me up this morning, and why you are here so
late in the day with that nonchalant expression on your face. Furthermore, I'm
curious to see if you know the answers to those questions with regards to my
assistant." Madiha said.


Across the
room, the staff sergeant quizzically panned her head around. Her gaze settled
on each desk and table in the room, and it dawned on her what Madiha had known
for hours now. Parinita had failed to show up for work; she hadn't even taken a
minute to tell Madiha where she was going, despite them living in the same
building. It was the shock of a lonely morning and a lonely walk from her
lodgings to the base, that had Madiha quite on edge.


That, and
her building disdain for Minardo's roguish sense of humor.


"Oh
no! Perhaps she was kidnapped." Minardo said, putting on a face of mock
fright.


"Don't
joke about that." Madiha said brusquely.


Minardo raised
her hands defensively. "I'm sorry. I don't think anything bad could have
happened to her. She might have gone to the shops to get an outfit to wear to
the festival."


"She
didn't have any money. None of us do." Madiha said.


"There
are more ways to acquire goods than through money." Minardo said.


She blew a
little kiss at Madiha, who discovered then that what she hated more than
Minardo's roguish sense of
humor was her coquettish sense
of humor.


"Don't
joke about that, either!" Madiha snapped loudly, pushing herself to an
irate stand, and Kali joined in with tinny growls, stretching up on the desk as
if ready to pounce.


Minardo
shrugged. "My, my, this is a tough crowd." She then sighed heavily.
"Anyway, I lent her some money, okay? I'm sure she is only out on the
town. It is fine, Colonel."


"And
where did you get this money you lent her from? Are you suddenly a bank?"


"I
just had it tucked away, and I decided to be kind. What do you want from
me?"


Madiha
grumbled. She irrationally bitter that Parinita had turned to Minardo for
funds.


Even though
she knew that she wouldn't have been able to help at all in that arena.


"Fine.
I'll accept that. Go busy yourself for now." Madiha ordered.


Minardo
nodded her head and turned around to her desk.


Aside from
Madiha and now Minardo, the room was empty. The Colonel dismissed Bhishma
early; without Parinita around she had no idea what work she could even have
Bhishma do. Padmaja had come fluttering in early in the morning, and took a few
radio calls, and organized every desk. Then, having run out of things to do,
Madiha had her go on errands.


For a few
hours after, the Colonel was alone in the office.


Despite
this, Minardo's presence was not exactly welcomed.


Ever since
they met, Madiha felt like her image of the Staff Sergeant was deteriorating.


She knew
that she was on edge, and that her condition was heightening her low-key
disdain for Minardo's flighty but harmless antics. The Staff Sergeant was
useful and could be more useful in the future; but in the present, Madiha
wanted to be angry at her, and indulged that anger more openly than she had in
the past. Her emotions bubbled beneath her skin.


If the
Staff Sergeant sensed any danger, she hid that intuition well.


Minardo sat
behind her desk, and for a moment she pretended to do some work. At a glance
she seemed to busy herself, picking up papers, tapping them against the
desktop, setting them down, and going over them. However, all of those papers
were taken from a stack of blank requisition sheets, so there was nothing to
read. And Minardo was constantly glancing over at Madiha's desk. Despite
meeting the Colonel's disapproving gaze several times this way, Minardo did not
cease her little facade until the Colonel called her out.


"What
do you want, Minardo?" Madiha asked, exasperated.


"I am
wondering if you have any hobbies, Colonel."


Madiha
frowned back, irritated and glum.


"I--"


Suddenly
Minardo interrupted. "No military stuff!"


She felt
like replying with 'go to hell' but restrained herself.


Madiha gave
a throaway answer. "Kali." She said.


At her
side, the dragon's eyes drew wide open and it kneaded its legs happily.


"I
happen to have an affinity for puzzles." Minardo replied.


"What's
your point? Do you want to show me a puzzle?"


Minardo smiled
and stood up from her desk. "Since we have nothing better to do."


She
withdrew a box from her bag, and set it down on Madiha's desk.


"I was
thinking," she continued, "we could take up a little challenge."


It was a
chess board from Solstice Toys & Games, updated to match the sensibilities
of the time. Pawns were laborers, Knights were revolutionaries, bishops
Commissars, and so on. At the very top of the hierarchy of pieces was the
Premier, or Central Committee Head; in this edition the piece was a small,
ivory Lena Ulyanova. It was a rather cute board all told.


"Chess?"
Madiha asked. Her demeanor softened just a little.


"I
prefer crossword puzzles to keep my mind sharp, but this works for two."


Kali drew
close to the chess set, sniffed the box, and recoiled, snarling.


"Does
it smell like me?" Minardo asked, leaning close to the dragon.


Kali blew a
puff of white smoke into Minardo's face.


Drawing
back again from the desk, Minardo sighed audibly.


"Anyway,
would you like to have a match, Colonel?" Minardo asked.


Madiha knew
that the excuse of 'I have work to do' had all dried up. She had hardly the
capacity to work in this office, and other than yelling at various suppliers to
hurry up with her orders, she had little administrative work to do. And what
little she could do, she needed Parinita to record and organize. Doing anything
without her secretary would have led to confusion later, as both wondered what
parts of the work were done or not.


So in those
circumstances, the idea of besting Minardo sounded palatable.


"I
wanted to go over the table of organization, but fine. We can play one
game."


Nodding her
head contentedly, Minardo pulled up the top of the game box, and set up the
board atop Madiha's empty desk, putting all the pieces in their places.
"Black or white?"


"Black."
Madiha replied.


Minardo
flipped the board, and put her hand on a pawn.


"That
means I go first." She said, winking.


Madiha
acknolwedged, and watched as Minardo made a simple opening move.


Out of the
front ranks, a white pawn moved.


Figuring
there was no better move at the time, Madiha mirrored her opponent.


She thought
she could already see a game unfolding here.


Pawns drew
out, and then knights started moving. Madiha thought it would become a pitched
battle, and her mind was racing to plot out the moves that she would make. She
viewed the knights as tanks, able to move around obstacles. Pawns were small
but vicious infantry who could hold key positions. And then there was the
Queen, most powerful of all.


She viewed
it as the war of mobility that had been swirling in her mind for days now.


Her
imagination got the better of her.


Despite
this exertion of brainpower, Minardo was soon laughing in Madiha's face.


Though in
her head many moves had been made, in reality, only pawns had set out.


Two moves
worth of pawns from both sides. White, black, white, black--


Win.


A white
Queen came creeping out of her phalanx for a surprise victory.


"I
can't believe this! You fell for the fool's mate! Are you eight years
old?"


Minardo
continued to laugh while Madiha surveyed the board in confusion.


She could
imagine all she wanted, but she had never actually played
chess.


As such,
her play was apparently incredibly weak.


"I
feel so cruel to have won this way! But I couldn't resist trying it."
Minardo boasted.


Madiha
rubbed her chin, quietly staring at the board.


Her sour
expression returned.


Kali swiped
its tail at the board, scattering the pieces on the desktop.


"Hey!"
Minardo said, frowning childishly. "Don't break my set!"


Feeling
rather sour, Madiha did notthing to restrain her rampant companion.


She turned
her head away instead.


"You
need to be a better sport than this, Colonel!" Minardo said, picking up
her pieces.


Madiha
grumbled.


"Were
it not for the restrictions of this game I would've beaten you." She said.


Minardo
blinked. Now it was her turn to put on a sour face.


"It is
quite ugly of you to act so petulantly!" She said. "Chess is a
simulation of war, Colonel!"


Perhaps her
actions had offended the Staff Sergeant, but Madiha found it hard to care at the
time. She crossed her arms and averted her eyes, but continued to talk in a
haughty tone, feeling somewhat empowered by her sudden ability to needle
Minardo on this topic. In fact she resolved to push the issue further and see
where her Staff Sergeant would snap again.


"You
can gloat about your skills in a game all you want. Chess is nowhere near the
reality of war. Combat does not move on grids or follow turns. Had we both been
on a real battlefield I would have had you in ropes in a captive's tent easily,
Staff Sergeant." Madiha said.


Again this
attitude seemed to put her opponent quite off-balance.


"Those
are loser's words indeed!" Minardo said, raising her voice.


It was poor
sport; Madiha was still disassatisfied with the game and with Minardo.


Even prodding
her was not cathartic enough for the Colonel's frustrations.


She would
not dismiss or discipline Minardo. She felt that would hurt her too much.


Instead she
resolved just to try to ignore her.


"Well,
whatever; you've had your fun, now leave me be." Madiha said.


Unfortunately
her Staff Sergant never seemed to relent on any issue.


"Not
so soon! I have a game you could try then, if you're so high and mighty!"


Minardo
stood up in a hurry, and withdrew a file folder from her bag.


She slapped
it down onto the table.


It was a
red folder with the insignia of the Solstice Officer's School.


Madiha's
eyes darted down to the folder. It immediately captured her attention.


"Well,
Colonel, if chess is too simple for you, how about a wargame? You've taken part
in these exercises before, correct? Then, you should have no complaints in this
arena."


"What
do you hope to accomplish with this?" Madiha asked.


Minardo
smirked. That mischevious glint returned to her eyes.


"I am
merely curious about the legend of this so-called 'hero of the border'."


Madiha
bristled. She did not particularly like that epithet and the burden it carried
when spoken. However, she also felt a building anger at how easily Minardo took
the name in vain, at how conceited she was behaving. Though Madiha tried to
present a friendly and approachable face, she was the Colonel, and Minardo was
showing her too little respect.


Had she
done such a thing to Kimani, she would have been slapped across the face.


Madiha
stood up as quickly as Minardo had, a determined look on her face.


"Fine!
You shall see that legend first-hand." She said.


They sealed
the challenge with a hand-shake, and cleared the desk.


Thankfully
this was the compact version of the wargame, playable even in a barracks.


Atop the
Colonel's desktop they unfurled a long map, and began to deploy chits that
represented various army units. It was a map of Vassaile, an area between the
Frank Kingdom and the Nocht Federation, and the game was set in during the
Unification War. It was a scenario that Madiha knew well; she knew every battle
of these modern wars quite well, but this scenario was rather common in officer
training across the world.


Played
according to the rules of the Nochtish Kriegsspiel games,
adapted for Ayvartan use, the scenario pitted the Frank 66th Army (Bluefor)
against the Nochtish 11th Army (Redfor). In the battle of Vassaile, the 66th
Army had crossed the border to Nocht in force, launching an offensive against
Federation forces. Historically, the Nocht Federation retreated from Vassaile
in disarray. It was the job of Bluefor to assail Nocht, and to achieve a
victory better than history -- the complete destruction of the 11th army.
Meanwhile, Redfor had to attempt to keep the Nochtish lines straight while
escaping from destruction. It was a scenario that helped prove the leadership
qualities of the commanders on both sides.


Classically,
it was a scenario that, when played well, had no victory for either side.


Redfor
classically held on at the edges of Vassaile and prevented the Frank forces
from entering too deep into Nocht; Bluefor classically took all of its
objectives, but without destroying Redfor or managing to invade the Nochtish
heartland past Vassaile.


"I'm
calling Bluefor." Minardo said, stamping her hand on a chit representing
the 1st Chasseurs Division, light cavalry. Around her hand were dozens more
Frank units. The Franks were noted for having the larger starting army, though
Nocht had more reinforcements and reserves. Thus it was known Franz had an
offensive advantage.


"Then
I'm Redfor." Madiha calmly replied.


It
unsettled her slightly. In officer school she had played Bluefor and won the
ahistorical victory, destroying the 11th Army completely through encirclement
around Vassaile. She had not opted then to penetrate too deep into Nocht.
Destroying the 11th Army was enough.


Likely, if
Minardo brought this game here and called Bluefor, she intended to do the same.


"We've
both played this game before, so let us settle things honorably." Minardo
said.


Madiha
thought it certainly fit her roguish character to say such a thing.


She
definitely intended to play Madiha's game. That result was no secret among
wargamers.


"I
won't kick up a storm; but you had best umpire it properly." Madiha
replied.


There was
no use fighting it. Using good results from previous players was common.


Kali leaned
over the map, flicking her tongue at the chits.


"No,
settle down." Madiha said. She wanted to see this game through.


Kali looked
at her, and then curled in a corner of the table.


"This set
is not my property, so let's not ruin it." Minardo said.


"Kali
will behave."


Madiha and
Minardo shook hands over the table.


Thus the
game began.


It was the
17th of the Lilac's Bloom, and the Franks made the first move.


Minardo
rattled off her orders.


"1st
Division Chasseurs à cheval will move along the curve of Paix and Moltke on the
Nochtish border, initiating hostilities against the 5th Grenadier Division. 5th
Division Vernon Royal Hussars will ascend the Crux and Cateblanche line and
attack the 10th Grenadier Division alongside the 1st Independent Scout Car
battalion--"


Madiha
acknowledged each move. These were standard openers. Madiha had performed all
of them herself during her ahistorical winning game. 5th Grenadier and 10th
Grenadier had historically arrived quite late, but early enough to be counted
as standing units in the game. Unlike much of the Nochtish army at the time
they lacked even minimal entrenchment along the border, and thus made prime
targets for Franz' few mobile units of the period.


As was
standard, Nocht retreated both divisions, as they would be unable to stand and
face the Chassuers and the Hussars in their early game condition. Even weak old
horse cavalry was enough to burst these rushed Grenadier divisions. This
created holes in the line that the standard Divisione D'Infanterie could then move through to attack
Nocht entrenchments behind their lines. Madiha was forced into the standard
early game retreat.


Beginning
officers unused to the game would often muck about the border for several game
periods, making for the impressive military fisticuffs that characterized the
battle as it actually played out. But those with experience in the game always
played it ahistorically, preserving their forces to try to game the system
where they could do so later on.


Madiha
began her retreat. Using a pointer, she pushed back her chits from the bulging
Paix-Moltke curve at the Frank border, abandoning the Nochtish entrenchments
and losing their defensive bonuses, but escaping what would have otherwise been
an easy Frank trap and a sweeping early victory. This was all still standard;
nobody had innovated at all yet.


She
presumed that Minardo would not innovate; she waited for tell-tale signs of her
own play, and soon found the first indication that Minardo was playing her old
game to the letter. The 17th Royal Durst Pikers challenged the retreating
Nochtish 19th Grenadier Division, an otherwise unassuming division that
happened to hold Nocht's only heavy mortars in the sector. Its destruction would
greatly hamper defensive play for Redfor in the coming turns.


It was a
move Madiha could not prevent, and she picked up the chit and discarded it.


All the
while, Minardo laughed haughtily and grinned to herself.


"It's
interesting isn't it?" She said, in a mock sweet voice.


Madiha
could not disagree. She felt it was rather exhilirating to see this board
again.


This was a
bloodless battlefield where she had total control. Units could live or die only
as necessary to achieve a victory. There was no complications, only pure
strategy.


Madiha felt
something close to elation, to entertainment, to purpose.


Her heart
raced, and her skin brimmed with energy.


She felt
the time had come for her first innovation.


"I
will bypass the free entrenchment opportunity at the Lehner line. 11th Army
will continue to retreat west. Let the umpire know I surrender the objective at
Erfring."


"Oh ho
ho. So-- You give up some points to me just like that?"


"Yes.
You can have it."


Minardo
gleefully pushed her chits forward, and Madiha, though she kept a stony outward
face was smiling inside. Someone who only read a list of Madiha's winning moves
or a summary of the scenario she played at the academy, would see this as a
winning situation. In reality, it meant the entire nature of the scenario that
Madiha played back then was fundamentally changed. Minardo's memorized moves
would no longer apply to the game.


Giving up
the Lehner line forced Nocht dangerously close to a technical defeat.


After all,
being kicked out of the battlefield almost entirely was a loss, in every sense.


Historically,
Nocht had held on at the edge of Vassaile.


For Nocht
to move too far past this line meant a total defeat regardless of objectives.


However,
the way Madiha intended to play, this would not matter.


The 11th Army
continued to retreat and finally took up its new positions in a strained,
u-shaped curve straddling a forest and a large rural boom town called
Schmelzdorf.


It lay
behind the half-way point of a tactical map that began far on the right, near
Franz.


Retreat
beyond the forest would mean a loss for the 11th Army, opening Nocht to
invasion.


It was the
kind of bait no reckless player would let go.


Pressing
her offensive advantage, Minardo launched several attacks with her 66th army.


She
continued to move closer and closer on the map, bloodthirsty with victory after
tactical victory. Madiha removed various chits, and shored up the line with
reinforcements that had begun moving at the start of the game and only now
reached the line, in time to plug it. Now Minardo was dubiously innovating. She
was attacking much more than Madiha had been.


Perhaps she
realized the game had changed; and this was her own original play now.


Regardless,
Madiha had achieved her result, and now launched her coup.


"I'm
calling for a rail movement." She declared.


She
indicated the length of the movement and the rail lines she would use.


Minardo
nodded, and looked over the proposal.


Her eyes
drew wide.


"You
realize your rail point is behind my lines."


Now it was
Madiha's turn to put on a fake sweet smile and a mock sweet voice.


"Did
you cut the line? I did not seen any engineers moving."


Minardo
grumbled. "You'll have to roll to move through enemy lines."


So far,
dice had not come into play, because most of the moves were easily agreeable.


Madiha
picked up a pair of red arbitration dice, and cast them without looking.


Whatever
the outcome did not matter to her.


She began
to push chits through the rail line and behind Minardo's group.


Then she
repeated the movement, rolling the dice again.


And she
repeated it again.


Finally, it
dawned upon Minardo the shape that the battlefield was taking.


It was a
cauldron.


Drawn into
the sunken curve of the 11th Army's long, tormented line, the 66th army fit
inside the belly of the u-shape line as if it was always meant to go there. And
now, 6 Divisions of Madiha's Nochtish forces, having suffered some attrition
from trying to rail through enemy lines but ultimately successful in doing so,
were beginning to form a lid.


For the
first time in the match, Madiha began to call her own attacks.


Attacks
that hit by surprise from behind the battered, overstretched 66th Army, that
had moved so quickly, so aggressively, against a constantly retreating army, that they were completely tired out. Madiha had baited
them in, and now owned their strategic depth. Her "mobile" forces
were cut off from supply behind the Frank lines, and their days were ultimately
numbered in such a situation, but she did not care, because she was now
winning.


Her play
would end the game before the units engaged in deep battle ran out of supply.


Ignoring
any strong units lagging behind Minardo's advance, she struck her weak rear.


Seeing the
events, Minardo started to stare at the board in the same way that Madiha had
stared at the chess board before. Incredulous, rubbing her chin, twisting some
of her hair around her index finger, she scanned every chit for some
possibility. It was not only Madiha's play that had stumped her. She had made
some blunders too. For example, her cavalry and rudimentary early Unification
War era cars were stuck in the center of the 66th Army, unable to move freely.
Her front line was all Infantry, and her rear mostly artillery.


In several
strokes, Madiha's weak but cunning penetration units inflicted heavy damage. Minardo's
artillery blew up in her face. Her engineers division was slaughtered. Supply
points were captured. To add insult to injury, a battered Grenadier Division
parked itself on the Erfring objective, technically taking it back from the
Franks. It was absolute mayhem.


Minardo
picked up the folder and flipped through the rules.


"Oh
good, you've got the manual out. If you have a second, Staff Sergeant: I don't
know the rules for capturing a Headquarters behind its own line. Please find
them." Madiha said.


Smiling as
coyly as Minardo once did, Madiha brimmed with energy.


Minardo put
down the folder, and sighing heavily she also put down her pointer stick.


She cast it
atop the center of the map.


This was a
sign of surrender.


"Alright,
fine! Fine. It looks like I was wrong, Colonel. I apologize."


Madiha
stared at her, raising a skeptical eyebrow.


"I'm
being genuine!" Minardo whined. "I am sorry. I got carried
away."


Madiha
stretched out a hand, still smiling, high on the adrenaline of her dream war.


They shook.
Minardo's lips curled up a little.


"My,
my, Colonel; you have such a beautiful smile. I'd love to see it more
often."


"I
would smile more if you didn't mortify me so much."


"I
said I was sorry! I was just trying to be friendly."


"Trying
to be friendly by bullying me?" Madiha said.


"My
professional curiosity got the best of me. I told you I'm an awful
gossip."


"I'd
advise you to stop gathering information on me." Madiha replied.


"Will
do!" Minardo said. "What say we let bygones be bygones?"


She
withdrew her hand and saluted Madiha.


"Staff
Sergeant Logia Minardo, at your service, ma'am! Pleased to serve under
you!"


"You
even manage to make that tick me off a bit." Madiha said, grinning a
little.


"Oh
no, is your opinion of me irrevocably damaged?"


"It
will need time to recover."


Minardo's
whole body seemed to wilt, comically glum.


Ignoring
her, Madiha poked the end of the map, and it rolled a little bit closed.


"Did
you really memorize all of my play in this game?" She idly asked.


Minardo rubbed
her index fingers together, putting on a bashful face.


"Ah,
well. Once upon a time, I was shooting for an officer's commission, and this
game came up as a way. I had it in mind to impress someone; but they saw
through the ruse."


"Did
you think it would work now?" Madiha asked, raising an eyebrow.


"Truth
be told, I was hoping to be humiliated again." Minardo said.


Sensing the
game was over, Kali reared up to claw at the map, and knock it off.


"No!"
Madiha said, raising her index finger. "Bad."


Kali stared
bitterly at Minardo and curled into a ball at the far edge of the desk.


Shaking her
head, Madiha turned back to her Staff Sergeant. "Anything else?"


Minardo
crossed her arms. "Just remember, we've only hit a draw right now. Someday
soon, Colonel, I'll make it 2-1! I'd advise you to polish up your Mancala
skills!"


As quickly
as it went, her wry, foxy little smile reappeared.


Madiha
heaved a long sigh.


 


Rangda City, 8th Division Garrison, Training Field


"A bullet will not kill your enemy by
itself! It is the mastery of the shooter that kills!"


Inspector
General Kimani stood before a hundred riflemen and women of the Regiment's 1st
Motor Rifle Battalion: Matumaini, and delivered a clear and precise speech on
rifle discipline and marksmanship. Her audience was destined to be fireteam
leaders, snipers and squad leaders under the proposed new organization of the
Ayvartan army.


And though
these proposals had not yet been approved, the Regiment still proceeded to line
everyone up in a corner of the training field, in front of several wooden
targets.


Such was
the value of these young minds that the Inspector General would personally
oversee their training, which, so far, had meant shouting their way for fifteen
minutes.


"You
cannot fall into the trap of thinking your bullets expert killers by
themselves." Kimani said. "Bullets are impressive; the way they fly
invisibly through the air the instant after a trigger pull, causing great
trauma and death to a human body, is extraordinary. But not every bullet is a
killing bullet. A shot to the leg will cripple an enemy, but that enemy can
still shoot and move. A shot to the arm may put an enemy out of the fight
momentarily, but they can return with a pistol, or throw a grenade, or run to
their allies to relay information."


The
Inspector General drew an example of the typical Ayvartan Bundu rifle out of a
nearby crate, and in one precise movement she loaded a round into the weapon
and pulled the trigger almost without aiming. A procession of men and women of
the Regiment winced reflexively as Kimani scored a precise hit on a wooden
target set up some 500 meters away.


Gulab
Kajari failed to detect the bullet impact, as she did not know where to
direct her attention at the time. When she looked at the target after the fact,
she saw what seemed like a pinprick on the red center of a painted circle, one
of three on the wooden board.


"It is
vital that you aim for the center of mass! On a human body the torso is the
largest target containing the most vital organs. Leave the heads and limbs to
snipers! You, the simple rifle soldier, are most efficient when aiming at the
core of the enemy's body!"


Kimani
pulled the bolt on her rifle, loading in a new round, and fired with nary a
moment's hesitation between the two actions. Again her shot scratched the wood
on the thick center of the target. Overlapping circles were yellow, to
represent the zone of the upper and lower body, and green, the largest circle,
least likely to represent a fatal shot on the enemy.


Looking at
the red circle, Gulab thought it must've been around a meter across at most.


"For
today's drill, you will split up into teams of spotter and shooter. You will
each put 100 rounds through the rifle. Count your teammates' hits judiciously
using the provided chart."


Though Inspector
Kimani's powerful voice made the exercise sound quite important, the barren
stretch of training field between the firing line and the targets suggested
other motives for the exercise. It was clearly something that could be done
with limited ammunition and construction supplies. Gulab was not keen on
shooting. She would have preferred to learn some new skills. She thought she
was as good as shot as she'd ever be.


Nevertheless,
Inspector Kimani was quite scary, and Gulab easily complied.


Everyone seemed
to easily split up into teams, dividing themselves among the many targetss
provided for the day's exercises, and Gulab naturally joined forces with Charvi
Chadgura as per the usual, and they paired up behind a low sandbag wall. They
had one rifle between them and exactly two hundred rounds of ammunition in a
bag at their feet.


"I
hope we each get our own rifle in combat!" Gulab said jokingly.


She nudged
Charvi in the chest with her elbow, but her friend looked quite inanimate.


"Something
wrong?" She asked. She put down the rifle and looked into Charvi's eyes.


Though her
face was expressionless as usual, but something about her posture and movement
suggested a limpness and vulnerability that was not the norm for her. Her face
and voice could not be read, but Gulab knew well enough how to tell her friend
was troubled. At her best, Charvi was reliably balanced, not a pitch too high
or too low, neither too stiff nor too lose. She was a measuring stick. Should
her neutral pose lean any one specific way, it meant that something was off.
Gulab prodded her to see what was wrong.


At first
she only made subdued little breathing noises.


"What
was that?" Gulab asked.


Chadgura
sighed. It was eerie. All she did was open her mouth and let out some air.


With her
face, it did not look like a real sigh, but it felt like one.


"I
foolishly allowed myself to hope." Chadgura replied.


Gulab
blinked. "It's gonna be hard to follow that up, but please try."


"Yesterday,"
Chadgura continued, as if uninterrupted, "upon hearing tell of a 'postal
truck' that comes to the base, I gathered up my very limited amount of pocket
money, and I waited outside for this truck for several hours. Upon its arrival,
I found that it carried no stamps."


"Wait,
what, when did you do this, I was with you all day." Gulab said.


"Perhaps yesterday is inaccurate. It was today, but very
early."


Gulab shook
her head, loudly groaning. "You've gotta control yourself."


She picked
up the rifle from the sandbag wall and thrust it toward Charvi.


Charvi took
the gun, loaded it, aimed, and fired, missing the target entirely.


"Hah,
you weren't even close!" Gulab said. "Stamp stuff got you that
down?"


Firing
another weak shot, Charvi gave no immediate reply. Gulab patted her back.


"Come
on, don't let it get to you! Tomorrow we'll have time enough for stamps."


"No."
Charvi said. She paused for a moment. "It is something else on my
mind."


After those
mysterious words she raised the iron sights to her eyes again and put another
bullet through the gun. This time she chipped away at the edge of the target,
on the green.


"Let
me have a go, you count mine." Gulab said.


Taking the
rifle from her friend's hands, Gulab kneeled behind the sandbag wall, bracing
herself on the sturdy surface. Holding her breath, she took aim at the center
of the target and pulled the trigger. There was a bit of kick, but she was
grounded enough to control it, and her muscle memory for the rifle had gotten
quite good. It felt natural to shoot now.


Charvi
kneeled beside her, and they were cheek to cheek, looking down the range.


"Gulab,
if I asked you to come with me to the festival, would you do it?"


"I
already told you I would go."


"No, I
don't mean in that way. I mean go together."


"We are going together."


"I don't
mean together. I mean, together, together."


Gulab
turned her head and faced her friend. She had a quizzical expression on her
face, and a dense fog around her brain. She did not understand what exactly
Charvi was trying to say. After all, just repeating words did not lend them any
better context. In her mind, they were both saying the same thing repeatedly
without agreement. What was she missing?


"Back
up a little here; what is the difference?"


Both were
still kneeling behind the sandbag wall, only centimeters apart.


When Charvi
spoke, Gulab could feel the breaths leaving her.


"I
will try to illustrate. Two people can go to the festival, as individuals in
the same place. Instead, I desire to go with you to the festival as a unit.
Does this make sense?"


"No.
You are actually making less sense."


Charvi
clapped her hands. "I have trouble with words, you know."


"I
know. I'll give you time."


"Thank
you. Here's my idea. We could hold hands, and share a sweet yogurt."


"Units
don't really do that, I think you mean more like, a couple?" Gulab said.


Charvi
awkwardly evaded her eyes.


"Perhaps,
or perhaps not."


Her
friend's evasiveness came like a kick that jumpstarted Gulab's brain.


It dawned
upon her then what word she had used, without thinking. Couple; it had come
unbidden to her mind and she had blurted it out mindlessly. Not a unit, but a
couple, two people, holding hands, sharing a yogurt, having a grand night out,
making love--


Her own
mental image quite ran away from her and she shivered.


"SO,
UM," Gulab tugged on her own shirt collar. "Couple, huh?"


Suddenly,
Charvi clapped her hands several times.


It was as
if she was trying to hide the sound of her own voice.


But
nonetheless Gulab heard her muttering.


"Couple
sounds nice."


Gulab said
nothing, watching the claps.


After over
a minute it seemed, her friend was finally all clapped out.


Slowly, her
hands ceased to smack together.


"I am
able to accept it if you do not desire to go with me." Charvi said
suddenly.


Her eyes
drooped toward the ground as if in defeat.


Gulab
thrust out her hands and grabbed hold of her friend's shoulders.


"No,
no! I want to go with you!" She said. "Let's go as a couple if you
want!"


Charvi
stared into her eyes, initiating another long silence.


This one she
also broke through non-stop clapping.


Gulab felt
like an idiot; words were streaming out of her mouth faster than thoughts could
form in her head. She was nervous, she felt the brimming of anxious skin
beneath her clothes, all over her body, like a swarm of ants consuming her. In
her head she recalled everything everyone was saying about the festival, about
how romantic it was, about how beautiful and serene and fun it was, about
sweethearts and soulmates and first loves.


She should
have connected the dots sooner! She felt so dense and foolish.


Even more
so because she had accepted, without really thinking it through.


But looking
at Charvi, as bashful as she could be, right in her hands, it felt less odd.


In fact, it
felt like it could be enjoyable.


"I, uh,
I don't really have anything to wear though." Gulab said.


"That
is fine. Neither do I." Charvi replied.


Kneeling
behind the sandbags, they both averted their eyes, faces blushed a fierce red.


At their
side, their rifle lay discarded.


"Will
we still get stamps?" Charvi asked, glancing sidelong.


"Of
course! We'll get anything you want." Gulab said nervously.


Charvi
clapped her hands once. "Anything?"


Gulab
swallowed hard, beginning to sweat.


"Well,
now, let's not get too hasty." She said, half through a laugh, half
through a hiccup.


 


Rangda City, 8th Division Garrison HQ


Past noon the door to the headquarters
creaked gently open. Madiha did not hear the whistling of the old hinges, not
over the song coming in from outside. It was sung in a language that Madiha did
not know, but in her mind, she heard both the Kitanese words that she did not
know, but also singing in Ayvartan, "Oh little yellow cabbage, left by
your mother at two or three, Oh mother, dear mother!--" all sang by the
same beautiful voice.


At first it
was slightly surprising, but soon only the Ayvartan passed through Madiha's
head, perfectly translated. It was another part of the strange affinity that
had returned to her.


Through the
open threshold, Padmaja entered with a stack of boxes in her hands.


She walked
a few steps, obscured by the stack, and laid it on Minardo's desk.


"There's
mail for the Colonel, and a big box for you, ma'am. I also brought food.
Today's spread is a little anemic compared to yesterday, but there's still a
salad and breads."


"Many
thanks," Minardo said, "Colonel, come get your mail before I open
it!"


Madiha
stood from her desk, and joined Padmaja and Minardo. She picked up the box; it
was not very heavy, but it was still fairly solid, and clearly packed with
something. She shook the box, and confirmed that whatever was in it was not
rattling and shaking. Minardo and Padmaja stared hard at the box, as if
tracking its every movement in Madiha's hands.


They
started to surreptitiously lean forward and around, hoping to catch sight of
it.


Annoyed
with them, Madiha laid the box down on the table and drove her combat knife
through the top, slicing it open. Minardo and Padmaja instinctively backed away
from the Colonel's savage knife slash, shaken up by the attack; inside the box,
the first thing Madiha saw was an old black fedora. There was a brown envelope
and some clothes there too.


Picking up
the fedora piqued an old memory.


"I
recognize this." Madiha incredulously said.


Padmaja and
Minardo quickly recovered, and leaned back in toward the box.


"That's
a real lady-killer hat!" Minardo said.


Madiha set
the hat down on the desk and lifted the clothing folded into the box. There was
a grey vest, a white dress-shirt, a dark-red silk tie, a sharp black suit
jacket and a pair of astoundingly soft and sturdy black pants. There was not a
stain or a string out of place on any of the articles, but they smelled woody,
like they had been dug from a very old closet.


"I
think I know who these all belong to." Madiha said, aloud but mostly to
herself.


"Who
is it?" Padmaja asked.


In lieu of
a response, Madiha picked up the envelope and ripped open the side.


Out slid an
old black and white photograph, landing on the desk.


There were
several people standing together for a group shot.


Most
prominent in the center were a tall, serious-looking woman with short, messy
hair, dressed in that same suit and fedora now in Madiha's posession; beside
her was a woman with dark hair in a wavy ponytail, leaning lovingly on the tall
woman in the center. There was a plump, sweet-looking woman in an apron and
dress holding the couple by the shoulders. A rather small woman in an ornate
dress seemed to stand in all their shadows, and several men posed with shotguns
and old rifles and pistols behind all of the women.


There was a
hammer and sickle flag on display as well.


And in the
middle of the shot, was a girl a meter and a half tall in a little newsboy cap,
wearing a little vest and shirt and short pants. Her dark hair was cut to the
level of the neck, and her eyes looked fiery even in the colorless photograph.
She had a basket with her, full of newspapers, and there was a little bulge in
her vest where she clumsily hid a small revolver.


Madiha felt
tears drawing from her eyes as she beheld the picture and remembered.


"That
was me, and the original Zaidi crew in Bada Aso." She said.


She wiped
the tears from her eyes. Padmaja and Minardo looked on, stunned.


From hand
to hand the photograph passed between them.


"Wow.
That really does look like you. And is that Warden Kansal?" Minardo said.


"Yes."
Madiha said. She felt a little choked up. "She's there in the
center."


"So
these clothes are hers. Put on the fedora for a moment!"


Minardo
picked up the hat and handed it over. Madiha laid it on her head.


"Hmm.
Your hair is a little straighter than hers, and your face is just a tiny bit
smoother around the edges and the nose, but you honestly quite resemble Daksha
Kansal, you know! Could she be your mother, Colonel, hmm? Is that your dramatic
birth secret?"


She
chuckled and smiled. Madiha felt a tiny bit of the humor.


"She
kind of was, when you think about it." Madiha replied.


"Ah,
but I mean, your mother-mother!" Minardo said, rubbing her own belly.


"She
was definitely not the type who would carry a pregnancy."


"Hmm,
I see your point!" Minardo replied, clapping her hands.


"Colonel,
there's definitely more in the envelope." Padmaja said.


She picked
it up and shook it.


Inside,
Madiha found a letter, and many bills of paper money in high denominations.


She
unfolded the letter and read it quietly.















Esteemed Madiha,


Your
victory at Bada Aso will change the course of this nation and this war. I only
wish I had been able to better prepare you for the trials you have suffered and
will continue to suffer in your life. Those days we spent in Bada Aso
ill-suited a child; and they ill-suited a leader of open warfare. But you have nonetheless
boldly risen to the occasion. I am quite proud.


Enclosed
you will find some items of nostalgia that I wish to bequeath to you. I've
learned that you are big enough now for my hand-me-downs. My lady-chasing days
are long over; in fact, I hope that a wedding invitation will soon make its way
to you. In my place, I hope you have plenty of warm evenings with beautiful
women in my best cut. Remember to wear the hat -- it is the key to everything.
I also got a copy of a photo you might enjoy. We seldom got everyone together
for a group shot. It is unfortunate you were being bratty that day. I would
have liked to have a picture of my little soldier smiling and happy. But it is
what it is.


Also
enclosed are my royalties for the overseas sales of my books and Lena's books.
I caught wind of the fact that you had not been properly paid. Spend the money
as you wish.


I will try
to push through your salaries and your supplies as best as I can.


I hope we
can speak in person about these things and more soon.


Your watchful
benefactor,


--DAKSHA
KANSAL















Madiha put
down the letter, and went over the bills.


"How
much money is it?" Minardo asked.


"Too
much." Madiha sighed.


It would
have quite helped to have had this fund yesterday.


She
couldn't complain, however; she rather liked the look of Daksha's old suit.


 


Rangda City, Streets


As the sun
was setting on this last day before the festival, Madiha felt a mix of
disappointment and shame and trepidation. Minardo had declined to drive her,
and remained around the Headquarters for some reason, so she was again walking
the relatively short distance from the base to her apartment. It was not a
physical burden, but it felt tedious after the lively drive down she had gotten
used to.


Kali hung
behind her like a big purple back pack, but the dragon had gotten so
comfortable that Madiha heard and felt nothing from it but snoring and the
expansion and contraction of its belly and chest against her back. It was
asleep, contented.


It was not
an entirely lonely event, but she did not feel well accompanied either.


There was
one overwhelming thing on her mind.


She had not
seen Parinita all day, so the question of the festival had been ripped from her
hands. She was not especially worried about her secretary. Minardo cleared
everything up. Crime in Ayvarta was low, too; and if anyone would have been
kidnapped or harmed in order to get to her, it would have better happened much
earlier than now.


She
realized there was a bit of possessiveness in her longings that was wrong to
feel, but she had strongly wanted Parinita to tell her where she was going and
what she was doing. She had wanted Parinita to confide in her, and seek her
help, and desire her.


And yet,
she also wanted to have the strength to keep her at arm's length too.


Under her
arm, Madiha carried the box Daksha had sent.


She was
40,000 shells richer off Daksha's overseas royalties, collected over some
undisclosed period of time. It was a lot of money in Ayvarta, and Madiha was
not sure she liked that fact at all. It was a strange load in her pocket; a
sign that buying and selling had not been eradicated, that vestiges of sin
remained in her beautiful socialist land. As someone who quoted Lena from
memory, it just felt wrong to carry this.


There was
nobody on the street. It was evening enough that orange had become the
predominant color of the sky and it tinged the surroundings. She walked alone
down Rangda's streets, without even the comfort of familiarity. It was not Bada
Aso or Solstice, places whose streets she had well worn down both in her
far-away past and her quite-near past and present. Now she was isolated in this
place with nothing but her newly-regained memories of those older streets. At least she had
that much with her now.


Thinking of
all the people in that old photo who could not be here made her feel petty.


Her little
problems seemed childish. She needed to become more decisive, and soon.


But alone on
those streets, she still felt too wavering to put up a strong front.


Madiha
turned the last corner to the red banner apartments, approached the steps, and
walked through the front door. Crossing the threshold was undramatic, and again
she found herself alone in an empty place. She almost expected Parinita,
dramatically waiting at the top of the steps, perhaps for Madiha to rush to and
embrace. It was a cutting absence, as if she was the last woman on Aer. Bowing
her head, she pushed on.


Carelessly
she slammed into someing while turning blindly into the ground floor
hallway.


Both women
fell back in their opposite directions, shocked.


Kali
snarled and cried out, flying out from under Madiha before the Colonel hit
cement.


It flew out
the hallway, and perhaps out the building.


"I'm
terribly sorry." Madiha said. She turned around from watching her dragon.


Parinita
had fallen on her buttocks and now rubbed her belly,
where Madiha struck.


"No,
it was me! I'm so sorry! I should've watched-- oh! Madiha! Hujambo!"


She went
from pained apologies to peppy greetings in an instant.


This moment
of absurdity forced a quiet
laugh out of Madiha.


"Good
evening, Parinita." She said, coughing a little.


Parinita's
elbow had hit her right under her
breasts.


Despite the
abrupt nature of the meeting, Madiha felt overwhelming relief in her
assistant's presence. Her anxieties vanished; the fire in her mind was snuffed
out.


Parinita looked
perfectly healthy, and indeed, better put together even than the Colonel
herself. She dressed in her
skirt uniform, and like Madiha, wore the cap and all of the accouterments. They
had agreed to do so together the day before, to try to inspire greater
professionalism in the forces; it was nice to see that her companion had
adhered to the little pact. Her wavy strawberry hair was well combed and looked
silky and bouncy. She had a touch of pigments on her lips and around her eyes,
and shiny heels.


Together
they stood from the carpeted floor, holding each other's hands for support.


They did
not let go very easily after that.


"Madiha,
I'm sorry I didn't show up today. I wanted to fetch something."


"Please
file a request for time off next time." Madiha said.


Parinita
yanked her hand back, crossed her arms and turned her cheek.


"Hmph,
if this wasn't also a treat to myself, I would postpone it just to be
spiteful."


Madiha
raised her hands plaintively. "Sorry!"


Parinita
glanced sidelong at Madiha. "Close your eyes and open your hands."


"Alright."
Madiha replied, a second's worth of stutter in her voice.


On command,
she shut her eyes and spread open her hands, smiling, excited.


She heard
the jingling of a key and then her room door clicking open behind her.


"Half-turn!
To your right!" Parinita ordered, in the tone of a drill sergeant.


Madiha shifted
slightly on her feet. She was turned in toward her open door.


She heard a
few clacking footsteps, and then felt fingers curling around her own.


"Open
your eyes." Parinita said, her voice now soft and fond again.


When Madiha
opened her eyes, she found Parinita in front of her, holding her hands tightly;
behind her, inside the room, there were plastic, transparent bags hanging on
the clothes racks, marked with the brand of a local outfitters
shop. There was a dress, and a suit, protected inside the bags. Madiha felt
something between her fingers and Parinita's preventing them from fully
intertwining. When she looked down from her companion's beaming, exhilirated
face and down to her hands, she found slips of paper -- tickets.


"Madiha,
would you go out with me on the night of the festival?" Parinita asked.


Though she
registered the words and turned them over in her mind, Madiha was incapable of
responding at first. It was as if her brain had split into warring sides over
how to interpret what Parinita said. She wanted so badly to believe it, but
also to ignore it. Her heart pounded, and she felt her face turning hot. Words
stumbled up her windpipe and fell drunkenly on her tongue, never quite making
it out through her open lips.


Parinita
smiled at her while Madiha rubbed the tips of her fingers against her soft
skin, overwhelmed by the pressure, and the joy, and the sheer emotion of the
moment.


Such a
mixture of sensations poured
over her head, hot and cold all at once.


Several
times she opened her lips, enough for the red flesh and pale teeth to become
briefly visible, but still she could not speak. She recalled Bhishma, and what
he had said and done, and in a paranoid instant she thought Parinita would
break away from her any second, that her hesitation and weakness would cause
her to dissipate. But Parinita was patient as the sky awaiting earthbound
souls. In her face Madiha saw
such gentle understanding, and not any hint of malice or insistence, and she
began to calm.


For many
minutes they stood, silent, framed by the door threshold, half-in and half-out,
fingers wrapped tightly around, eyes ever locked
together despite the difference in height. Madiha's breathing quickened then
slowed, and she spread her lips again.


Parinita
suddenly preempted her. "Maybe something like this will help you decide."


After
finally speaking, Parinita leaned forward and up, standing on her toes.


Madiha felt
drawn into her gaze, obscuring the world around them.


Smiling,
Parinita shut her eyes and turned her head slightly.


Her lips
brushed Madiha's own and then closed around them.


Madiha tasted
a hint of strawberry.


Fingers
tightened around held hands.


They
remained locked in a gentle kiss until Parinita's feet were shaking.


Madiha
leaned down instead, inching forward to spare Parinita any discomfort; there
was a clumsy shift in their faces as Madiha took the lead then, their mouths
meeting and sliding, trading close, hot breaths. Unaided their lips then closed
together anew.


This kiss
they held until they were out of breath. Lips and sly tongues parted.


Panting,
beginning to sweat from their shared heat, they stared into each other's eyes.


Breathing
with a heavy, tantalizing desperation, Madiha smiled rapturously.


"What
do you say?" Parinita gently asked, her own breathing just as ragged.


"I
have my own suit. I want to wear it." Madiha said. "It has a matching
hat."


Parinita
smiled back, raising a hand to Madiha's cheek. "I look forward to seeing
it."


She had
made her decision then. Perhaps impulsively; but she would live with it.


Nobody in
that old photo would have told her to deny herself this happiness.





 




 


 


















43. The Calm Before


 


48th of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E, Night


Tambwe Dominance -- Rangda City, Ocean Road


Colored streaks
and bursts filled the night sky with fleeting color.


Amid the
sky several payloads blew apart with a sharp crack and a dazzling display.


Hurtling heavenswards
from racks set up around the city, propelled by fizzing, crackling trails,
the pyrotechnics munitions exploded into grand displays of fire and light
that remained in the air for several seconds before dissipating into smoke and
dust.


Patterns
burst into being far above the crowds, and special rockets continued to pop
again and again in colorful chains of sub-munitions. To the black and blue
the whimsical blasts added bright blooming flowers of green, red and yellow,
spiraling orange lines, and purple concentric detonations. This sustained
barrage indicated the start of the festivities.


To the civilians
it was a beautiful and captivating technical display.


For some
onlookers however, it was eerily reminiscent of a coming death.


Beneath the
flashing skies on Ocean Road, Parinita and Madiha clung together in fear,
bowing their heads and closing their eyes as they felt the air and sky growing
livid with lights and smoke and a deathly cacophony. They huddled near a
lamp post then dashed into an alley for safety. Madiha's mind hyperfocused on
the sounds, the whistling, the crack of the shell as
it burst. As if in a war zone, the pair took cover behind a phone booth.


In
their minds those pyrotechnics were hurtling earthward to kill.


Madiha
envisioned for a brief second the middle of the road going up in flames.


She averted
her eyes from a bright orange flash.


Parinita,
gasping for breath, looked out onto the road.


There was
recognition in her eyes.


"Madiha,
I think--"


Around them
the cheerful crowds walking down the open road and across the dimly-lit streets
started to clap and whistle and celebrate the fireworks displays.


Madiha
raised her head. She met Parinita's sympathetic eyes.


"I
think it's over," Parinita whispered, "they're...they're just
fireworks displays."


She was
unnerved too -- Madiha could see it in her face and voice.


"My
heart skipped a few beats there." Parinita said.


"Mine
almost stopped. I expected a real barrage." Madiha replied.


Her skin
continued to shiver with every blast she heard, but she tried to keep her
reflexes under control. Despite this she and Parinita
still winced whenever the sky flashed. It did not seem to bother the
festival-goers marching down Ocean Road; on the contrary, it delighted them.
They had never heard a comparable whistling and blasting. To them, it was
exclusively associated with the joy and levity of an exciting fireworks display
on a cool evening.


Madiha
tried to get the roaring of artillery guns out of her head.


She had a
long night ahead and did not want any of it spoiled.


Everything
but the fireworks was splendid. Gracing the festival evening were clear
skies, fresh, sweet-smelling air, and a vast, vivacious display of humanity
before them.


Arm in arm
with Parinita, Madiha traveled down Ocean Road, looking over the
colorful storefronts, the grand floats and the street decor. All of the
preparation had paid off, and Ocean Road was dressed in her best attire, same
as everyone walking over it. Hand-sewn banners stretched over the streets, and
a variety of signs and posters and drapes were fitted to trees and buildings
and posts to draw the attention of the many passersby.


Civilian
and business automotive traffic was temporarily halted for the festival. In the
middle of the road there was instead a fleet of slowly moving vehicle
floats, heavily decorated, that served as rolling stages for singers, dancers,
firebreathers and magicians, or other acts. Some also carried religious
displays for local, regional and common deities.


All of them
were built on old M.A.W trucks, heavily modified to support their purpose.
Firebreathers had racks for their rings, magicians had their curtains and
mirrors and smoke, dancers and singers had audio equipment built-in. On the
religious floats there hung vast bouquets of symbolic flowers, and canopies
over the truck beds protected statues of the deities that looked on at worshipers
following in their wake, signing and dancing.


Every
vehicle was meticulously engineered, and the makeshift parade was stunning.


On either
side of the road there were long lines of kiosks and open storefronts
taking over the streets with goods and games and (approved, appropriate) forms
of gambling, and all manner of food and drink. It was the latter that seemed to
draw the most attention. Most curiously, exotic fruits and nuts and other
produce from across the continent were on sale, or sometimes simply on offer by
local farm unions as a way to attract potential new members to collective
farms. While they tasted, the kiosk manager lectured.


For those
who wanted a little less socialism in their food, there were traditional street
foods on sale for a few shells each, items like pav, potato fritters, and
valleyappam, fermented coconut and rice pancakes for dipping in a cup of soup.
For the sweet tooth, halva, a semolina dessert, and kulfi, a type of ice cream,
were available by the scoop or in big cups.


Other
storefronts attracted crowds by hosting games. People watched professional
chess and mankala games from known regional players, participated in skill
tests like knife throwing and fish catching and shooting galleries, and
competed in simple games for prizes. Most clubs and stores had some kind of
attraction to catch the crowd's eye.


Around all
of these sites the streets were packed with people.


Some crowds
grew so thick one had to navigate around them, but everyone seemed to be
enjoying themselves. Wherever Madiha turned she saw cheer and levity, whether
spying on lone attendants, big groups of friends or small intimate
couples. Everyone who was not attired in a fresh uniform was dressed formally,
in colorful drapes and robes and skirts, in sharp modern suits and tight
form-fitting dresses or in dazzling traditional coats.


There was
an infectious energy in the air. Even Madiha, who was prone to be gloomy, felt
the life sparking all around her, and kept her lips turned up in a small smile
as she escorted her date to the humble Ocean Theater for a special show for the
festival night.


"Had I
known it would be this amazing just outside, I would not have sprung for those tickets." Parinita said, giggling at the spectacle
unfolding all around her.


Madiha
smiled. "It's lovely, but I'm still keen for some quiet time
together."


Parinita
covered her mouth to stifle a charmed little laugh, her face reddening.


Ocean
Theater was like a regal elder, tall and broad, a rectangular building of
bleached and pitted cement with a complicated facade, perhaps a leftover from
the city's earlier incarnations. There was a small plaza in front of it, that made it stand out more from the two stucco and
masonry buildings between which it was wedged. There was a small crowd
gathering at the foot of the steps into the theater. All of them were dressed
for an event. Madiha and Parinita looked quite at home among the crisp attire
of the trendy socialites.


For once,
Madiha was very satisfied with her appearance. She thought she looked quite
handsome, a tall, slick, modern woman, perhaps a bit roguish, in the way she
recalled Daksha being like in the past. Daksha's suit did not
fit altogether perfectly, but the slightly short coat sleeves and the
somewhat tight dress pants and shirt buttons seemed to lay over Madiha's skin
in a way Parinita found pleasing. She told Madiha that it had a casual,
lived-in, natural sort of look that was very dashing. Madiha was unfamiliar
with fashions, and so did everything to please her date. Atop her head lay
Daksha's old fedora, the only perfect fit. Apart from her shoulders, most
of her slim, toned physique did not quite shine through the suit, but that
was fine with her. She looked slender and sleek in form.


She had
made many preparations for the date. She had showered twice, scrubbing every
slender curve of her brown body, and combed her shoulder-length dark hair while
wet. It would need a trim back to its usual neck-length bob soon, but for now,
it looked just enough between orderly and messy and between long and short, to
fit the rest of her look.


After all
the trouble she went through, she wondered now how her date made comeliness
seem so effortless. Parinita was absolutely gorgeous. Had she been
projected on the screen all evening instead of a film, Madiha would have
cherished every second of film.


Her hair
was wavy and bouncy and long, and its off-orange, off-pink strawberry color was
as attractive as ever. Over the bridge of her delicate nose there was a
stripe of yellow pigment, while her eyes were painted a light flushing red and
her lips a soft pink. She had a lovely
shape. Though all of them had come out of Bada Aso a little bonier
than before, Parinita managed to retain much of her pleasant figure, and any
new slenderness was well worn.


Her
attire was exquisite too. A filmy, blaring red and gold drape fell over a
form-fitting light purple dress that accentuated her body, with one bare
shoulder and arm exposing soft, light bronze skin. She wore traditional cloth
shoes and long, diaphanous leggings that peered through the slit on the right
side of her long skirt. Around her slender neck there was a necklace of wooden
beads, tied over itself again and again. Her look was a mix of traditional and
modern that fit her stunningly well. Madiha was blessed to be with her.


Hand in
hand, they were quite the eyecatching couple even among this crowd.


Standing behind
the pack, the pair waited with the others for the theater to open, and then
slowly ascended the stairs as the gate keepers beckoned the guests into the theater.
Over a red carpet and into an archway door the couple calmly trod, pausing in
front of a gold rope hung before the entryway to bar access. They were stopped
by a gatekeeper in a traditional sherwani coat, purple with gold strips
framing the buttons and tracing the length of the sleeves, who checked their
ticket and smiled at them, tearing off half of it for them.


"Enjoy
the picture. You're in room two on the third floor." He said.


Madiha and
Parinita smiled and nodded their heads in response. Then the gatekeeper undid
the golden rope and allowed them entry, setting it back in its place behind
them.


From the
door the couple entered a spacious and comforting lobby. Beyond a pair of red
curtains on the far end of the room was the main theater space on the ground
floor, reserved for plays, concerts and ballet. There was a bar-style counter
behind which a cabinet of drinks was kept, and on the opposite end of the lobby
there was also a counter serving snacks. Staircases and elevators were set into
the walls on either side of the red curtain.


"Madiha,
could you pick up some food before we go? I can get the drinks while
you're at it. It's a ninety minute film, after all." Parinita said,
pulling gently on Madiha's arm.


"Certainly."
Madiha said, bowing her head deferentially to her date.


For the
first time that night, the women parted arms and went separate ways.


Madiha
navigated the throngs of people. There were many small islands, little groups
of film-goers discussing pictures near the posters on columns and walls, or
clusters of four or five drama enthusiasts waiting for the main stage to be
open to them, all dressed exquisitely for the night. Making her way through,
Madiha arrived at the snack counter. There was a glass display case with baked
goods, kept warm on electric racks, and a line of candy boxes, branded with the
state company or candy factory that produced them. Behind the young man tending
the counter, a deep-frying machine in the back bubbled with oil. A very
large popping corn cart set into a corner continuously crackled and snapped.


Nobody
around seemed very interested in the snacks, so Madiha was first and last in
line when she arrived at the counter. She gave everything a quick glance, and
then decided to bet on the staples she knew to be closely associated with
the film experience.


"I'll
have popping corn, in the large bag, and two Jomba Sugar Company caramel boxes,
and an 'Inspiration' chocolate bar." Madiha said, raising her arm as if
pledging an oath.


Behind the
counter the young, sharply dressed attendant nodded in acknowledgment.


"That
will be thirty shells, comrade." He said.


Madiha
blinked her eyes. She looked down at the candies, and back at him.


"Oh.
Thirty shells? So it is not, um, free?" Madiha asked.


"No, sorry.
None of these are essential foodstuffs, so they're charged for."


He
scratched his head awkwardly as if put on the spot by her confusion.


"I can
offer you a complimentary small bag of popping corn." He then whispered.


Madiha
shook her head, feeling embarrassed herself. "No, no! I'll pay, it is
fine."


She fumbled
in her coat pockets, and before the attendant's eyes withdrew the massive wad
of paper bills that constituted Daksha's book royalties. She fumbled through
the small fortune in her hands, quite unused to money. Every bill she had was
either in the 100 shell denomination or the 500 shell denomination, and she
could not for the life of her even conceive of what would happen if she gave
such large bills to the man. Would she receive the difference back? Would the
remainder disappear into oblivion?


While the
attendant bagged her goods and set them on the counter, Madiha worked up the
courage to drop a 500 shell paper on the counter, and push it hastily
toward him.


"Ma'am,
this is--"


"Just
keep it! Thank you!"


Madiha
quickly seized her popping corn and candies and fled the counter.


At the door
to the elevator, she rejoined Parinita, who had in her hands a pair of bottles
labeled 'Dream', common soft drinks with an apple-like taste. Parinita was in
good cheer, and Madiha tried not to let any residual awkwardness show. She
handed Parinita a box of caramels and the chocolate, which she graciously took.
When the elevator came down, they stood to the side of the operator, a young
woman in a bright coat, like the other workers.


"Third
floor, please." Parinita said.


Nodding,
the elevator operator turned to a button panel and got the gears moving.


Shaking,
the elevator box slowly rose to the top of the building.


In front of
them the elevator doors opened.


Smiling,
the operator extended a hand.


Madiha went
for a hand-shake, but found herself interrupted.


"It is
customary to tip the operator." Parinita said, squeezing Madiha's hand.


Madiha
screamed internally.










Though they
had not even sat down for the film yet, Parinita was already having an
incredible time. Just walking beside Madiha, all dressed up, hand in hand and arm
in arm, under the festival skies and across the festival streets, was so much
more than she ever thought she would have. It was as if all of her impossible,
childish little fantasies that she nursed over the thirty days she had known
the Colonel were finally coming true.


There was
still a pang of embarrassment, a nagging thought that everything was too
unreal, too crazy. Parinita rarely ever acted on her impulses. She was supposed
to be analytical, rational, reliable; but Madiha had
tugged at her heart in a way she couldn't explain rationally, in a way she
couldn't quite analyze. In the midst of an unreal situation, in the midst of
unreal feelings and memories and sensations, Madiha kept her alive.


Not only
physically, but in spirit, emotionally, in every way that mattered.


Seeing
Madiha existing, casually, out in the world, seemed to confirm everything she
had thought she was foolish for feeling. That gravity that drew her to the
tall, gloomy, soft-hearted woman with the fiery, tormented eyes, became three
times as strong that night. She felt silly thinking of love at first sight, but
she could describe it no other way. Perhaps it was their shared destiny that
forced them together, but Parinita wanted to think it was her own heart, her
own desires and lusts, that had naturally grown this strong.


Her
impulsive kiss the day before felt like the seal to a pact, but she wanted it
to be a pact of her own creation, impulsive and mad as it was. She could only
hope that it stuck.


But they
were having so much fun, she thought, that they had to
be meant to be.


Ocean
Theater's film rooms were much smaller than the main stage. Each film showroom
sat thirty people in three rows lying a meter or two above a small stage,
perhaps originally intended for lectures or speeches, over which the film
canvas was stretched.


At the back
of the room, a booth had been built for the film projector.


Parinita
led Madiha to what she considered the best seats in the room, just below the
projector and with nobody behind or around them. They took seat on stiff wooden
frames with stuffed cushions and backrests. Madiha laid back and sighed
audibly.


"I
have so much money, and yet I'm in a tighter spot than ever." She moaned.


"Well,
you're doing a good deed by spreading it around." Parinita giggled.


Madiha
mumbled a little, looking with disgust at her own coat pocket.


"I
don't think I'm doing the world much of a service here."


"Don't
worry, somebody is bound to have
change for 100 shell bills!"


At the
elevator, Madiha quite literally threw money at the operator and then
promptly ran away, unable to simply tell the person to keep the change, or to
accompany her to the cash box to break the bills. Parinita had walked out
laughing heartily until she caught back up to her date, and nobody else seemed
keen to understand the situation.


"Maybe
you can shrug it off, but I'll be replaying that moment in my head for months
to come." Madiha said. Parinita gave her a sympathetic look and rubbed her
shoulder. For someone who was so clever and tough for certain things, Madiha
was surprisingly soft and vulnerable in so many others. She was
rather naive in certain respects. It was cute.


"You
can let me pay instead, I still have some money." Parinita said.


"We
shouldn't have to pay anything." Madiha grumbled.


"Someday,
Madiha; but we're not quite there yet I'm afraid."


"I
blame Nocht for this too."


Parinita
smiled and turned her gaze back to the film canvas.


There were
perhaps eight or nine other people in this particular show.


Their
tickets did not say what the film was. They were generic papers generated by a
machine that only had a room number and entry fee listed. When purchasing them,
Parinita had picked the movie she wanted to view, and she let Madiha know in
the morning that it was a special, secret picture. Her imagination could fill
in the rest.


She grinned
to herself, and relaxed on her seat, laying her hand over Madiha's.


Madiha
glanced at her, and held her gaze. She seemed puzzled.


Parinita
could hardly wait to see Madiha's cute face respond to her devious ruse.


"So,
Madiha, ready to see how brave you are?" Parinita sweetly said.


"Hmm?"


"I
picked a special film for us to see together. I wonder who will cling to
whom?"


"I
don't follow."


"Oh ho
ho!"


Around them
the lights in the room dimmed, and the door was shut.


It became
almost pitch black in the room, until the projector came on.


Before the
picture began, an animated short explained certain safety measures that the
audience should take, and exhorted them to pick up snacks, to be careful
walking down the aisles while the room was dark, and to keep quiet during the
picture. After this, the room grew very still as a melancholy tune brought to
their attention the fact that their projector was equipped for sound. The tune
brought in the title screen for the picture.


"Rampage
of the Opaque Man?" Madiha said to herself.


Parinita
covered her mouth with the back of her hand, delicately stifling a laugh.


"What
kind of film is this? I expected lighter fare." Madiha asked.


"I
refuse to spoil it! You'll soon see."


Parinita
giggled internally. This would be so much fun!


Like most
Ayvartan horror films, the picture was black and white, by choice more than
technical limitations, and appeared rather gloomy. Madiha and Parinita watched,
hand in hand, as the film began to tell the story of Doctor Sanjay Gujarat, an
outgoing and kind man whom they followed as he slowly became consumed with
an obsession to cure the ravages of death itself using newly-synthesized
chemicals and terrible drugs.


Though he
might have been mistaken for a hero at first, it was an illusion that soon wore
off. After several uncomfortable scenes with his friends, his family and even a
lady love, whom he neglected, screamed at, and behaved erratically toward, all
because of their concern and skepticism, the doctor was marked to the audience
as quite the villain himself.


His true
motives were soon revealed: he wanted eternal life for himself!


"I can
understand his motivation." Madiha said, self-seriously.


Parinita
raised a finger to her smiling lips, urging her to keep quiet.


On screen,
the doctor deteriorated before their eyes. He ate less, and bathed not at all,
and sores appeared on his face, and his hair fell, and it seemed as if months
of slow rot were overcoming him before their eyes. It was quite a graphic,
sickening display.


Feeling her
date's hand, Parinita could tell that Madiha was on edge. The film score was
brooding and tense, and lingering shots, panning across unappealing rooms, vile
surfaces, and even a cadaver, made one anxious for what was to come. She heard
Madiha gulp down, and saw her crunching very deliberately on popcorn and candy
to relieve her stress.


As Doctor
Gujarat stabilized his mixture through the horrifying addition of human blood,
the film score intensified, punctuating the moment with cutting strings that
could be felt like a pinprick at the base of the spine. The Doctor raised the
potion to his lips, and a long shot focused on his throat, grotesquely bulging
with each gulp of the putrid drink.


At once, he
vanished from the screen in a trick of light and a well-placed film cut.


Madiha
blinked, and Parinita thought she saw the horror dawning on her face.


Doctor
Gujarat had become invisible.


More
susceptible than even Parinita had thought, Madiha seemed puzzled at first, but
as objects in the lab began to shatter by themselves, as a disembodied,
croaking laugh echoed across the darkened halls, and as men and women became
victims of an unseen assailant, the horrible possibilities of the invisible man
seemed to grip her heart with a cold fear. Unblinking, Madiha stared, frozen,
neglecting her snacks. She bit the tip of her thumb.


As the film
crept with evil intent toward its conclusion, Parinita readied for the climax
of her own plot. Sarsala, Dr. Gujarat's lady love, traced back the man's
rampage to the place where everything began. She snuck with a held breath into
his ruined laboratory, floors glistening with glass shards and thick pools
of chemicals, electric wall torches sparking from the violence inflicted by the
doctor as he reached his monstrous apotheosis.


Behind them
the projector's sound speakers cut out. There were minutes of dead silence in
the film, and in the theater as well. It felt as if the heavy breathing of the
audience was amplified, and became the new score for the film. Miss Sarsala, an
innocent in her sari and long, monochromatic dress, walked step by step toward
the table where the doctor had imbibed his draught of hell. Her eyes teared up
at the remnants of her lover's work.


Parinita
felt a quiver through Madiha's hand with each of those steps.


Suddenly, a
sweeping shot and an unexpected string!


Dr. Gujarat
charges into the scene, and for once he is partially visible, rendered opaque
in a flash of light and sparks, his fleeting form twisted and monstrous and
inhuman.


Blood and
violent death filled the theater screen, causing a profound shock.


Madiha
jerked up, a scream caught in her throat.


She swung
her arms around Parinita in a frightened reflex, and drew her face close.


Parinita
beamed, her strategy bearing fruit, and she stroked Madiha's hair.


Until the
end of the film, they remained cheek to cheek in this fashion.


It had
worked! Madiha really did have a cute side
buried under that soldierly spirit.


After the
picture, they walked back out of the theater, arm in arm. There was a weak
quiver across Madiha's skin, felt across their connection, even as they
departed and headed back up Ocean Road. It was much darker out now than when
they entered the Theater, and the throngs had spread out farther, so there were
less people in any given place. There were less fireworks going off -- but
Madiha nearly jumped at each one.


"Madiha,
are you ok?" Parinita asked, becoming less amused and more concerned.


"I'm
fine," Madiha said, unconvincingly, "the film just tapped into a
childhood fear."


"Of
invisible men?"


"Things
watching me."


Parinita's
heart sank with guilt. "I see. I wish I had known before."


"Be
honest with me: are invisible men possible?"


"Of
course not! They're just fantasy." Parinita replied, patting Madiha's
back.


"And
yet, dragons are real. I even left one at home!" Madiha said.


Parinita
smiled. "That is completely different from invisible men!"


Madiha seemed
quite unsettled by the idea despite this ironclad argument.


"An
invisible man has too many tactical advantages. I never even considered
it."


"I
guess I should've bought different tickets." Parinita said.


Madiha's
eyes drew momentarily wider, and then her usual gloomy expression settled back
in. She shook her head, and rubbed her forehead and her temples with one hand.


"I
apologize." She said. Perhaps she realized her own vulnerability then.


Seeing her
date prostrated in this way, Parinita felt alarmed. Had she ruined the
night?


"No!
Don't! It's my fault, I didn't think it'd scare you this much."


Parinita
thought Madiha was being rather cute; but she was aware she had gone too far,
if Madiha was this shaken up by a film. She only expected her to jump a few
times, preferably into Parinita's warm, welcoming arms. It was a crass scheme
on her part, she realized.


Madiha
raised her hands. "It's alright. It's not you at all. I should be
more--"


"Stop
that, it's not your fault. Come on, let's lighten up." Parinita replied.


She pushed
herself up to Madiha's flank, pressing her face against her.


It was a
desperate attempt to inject some levity, but it seemed to work.


"Next
time, we should see a romantic movie." Madiha said, sighing.


"Oh,
it was perfectly romantic for me." Parinita said, clinging more tightly to
her.


Madiha
sighed ever more deeply. "We should just stick together in a
room then."


Parinited
winked at her. "Consider it a date."










Just
outside the gates to the 8th Division Garrison, Gulab waved a sympathetic
goodbye to the grumbling guard stationed at the gatehouse for the first night
shift. She walked a little ways down the road, toward a bench shaded during the
day by a small tree. As the sky turned orange and purple, marking the sun's
descent, the street fell under a gloom. Beneath the bowing shadows of nearby
buildings, Charvi sat on the bench, waiting.


"Sorry!
I couldn't find my dress uniform! I had to get a new one issued!" Gulab
said.


Charvi
nodded her head and waved at her. "I'm not in a hurry." She said.


She
rose from the bench, and ambled over to Gulab without expression.


Standing on
the edge of the empty street for a long minute, the pair looked past each other
and fidgeted in place. Their respective uniforms shared dark green garrison
caps and jackets, but Charvi had a skirt uniform, heeled shoes, and a different
set of pins and honors befitting her higher rank. Gulab had long, light brown
pants and dress shoes.


"Say,
why'd you get the skirt?" Gulab asked.


"I
don't know. My uniform was just like this." Charvi replied.


"Ah. I
specifically asked for pants. I'm not that comfortable in a skirt."


Charvi's
eyes wandered away, and her shoulders tensed.


"You
look very--" She paused for a second. "Professional."


"Professional?"


"You
look very professional. Upstanding. Capable."


Not the
adjectives that Gulab really wanted
to hear.


After all,
one could be professional and be a bony, horse-headed girl.


Nonetheless,
she smiled and took it in stride. "Well, thanks."


Charvi
clapped her hands in distress. Gulab realized she looked quite lovely.


Her lips
and eyes glistened with a touch of pigments under the faint, vanishing light of
the sun. Her brown cheeks were touched with a hint of red, and her pale hair
was shiny and smooth. Gulab had washed and redone her signature braided tail,
and used some talcum powder on her face to make it soft and to counteract the
ruddy slickness that developed lately when she trained. Her face was
always fairly soft and sleek, at the very least.


Compared to
Charvi's radiant makeover, however, she was just plain ol' Gulab in a nicer
military suit. She supposed even if Charvi had a way with words, she would have
found it hard to compliment her. Gulab was just boring old Gulab who looked
like Gulab.


"Well,
then," Gulab awkwardly began, "let's get moving."


"Wait."
Charvi said.


"Hmm?"


"Dashing."


"Yeah?"


"You
look winsome, Gulab. Comely. Arresting. Fetching."


Charvi
raised her hands and held them within a few centimeters of each other to clap.


Gulab
smiled and clapped her own hands instead to preempt her.


"Of
course I'm fetching. Anyway, let's go."


She took
Charvi by the hand and led her down the street and toward Ocean Road.


There was a
much greater spring in her step now that she received proper adjectives.


For them,
the festivities would have to wait. Gulab had made a promise the day before,
and so she led Charvi past Ocean Road and into Silver Road, on the adjacent
blocks. There were parade floats making their rounds through the road here, but
compared to Ocean Road the scene was much less lively. They made their way up
the street to a little plaza with a flag of Ayvarta flying from a pole, and a
dismal little building, beige and orange, stucco and masonry, with small
windows. On the front was an envelope symbol.


Charvi
stared at the depressing structure with a contemplative gaze.


In lieu of
a smile, perhaps, her mouth hung slightly open.


Without
warning she hurried inside, and Gulab took off after her.


Though the
doors into the post office were open, there was nobody inside.


Long rows
of personal boxes and drop-off boxes lined the walls. There was a sliding glass
pane that had been shut, alongside the locked door into the back office where
the postal workers spent their days. Charvi seemed to quiver inexpressively
with muted despair, until they found, tucked in a corner behind a potted plant,
a large brown box.


It was an
old stamp vendor box, with a slot for coins, and several different stamp books
to choose from. Charvi searched through her pockets feverishly, pulling up
shell paper bills but struggling to come up with a single coin. She looked
between the machine and her jacket and pants with increasing frequency, as if
it would cause coins to magically appear.


Sighing
audibly, Gulab handed her some coins out of her own pockets.


"You're
lucky I had canteen duty this morning." Gulab said.


In reality
she had gone out of her way to get some change, just in case.


Charvi did
not need to know the whole story.


She seemed
elated enough just thinking the coins were a happy accident.


"Thank
you." She said.


Her voice
was just a touch more affected than her usual monotone.


That was
enough to know she was over
the moon about this.


Coins in
hand, she approached the machine, leaned into it and deposited several in the
slots. At the turn of a crank, the machine pushed a stamp book out of a little
slide with a satisfying ka-chunk! noise.
Charvi picked up the stamp books, and admired each of them, turning their
little pages with alert eyes and a hanging jaw. She was so drawn into her
treasures that Gulab had to look over her shoulder to get a peek at them.


There was
one book with several monuments-themed stamps, such as the Shining Port, and
the 8th Division Base, Ocean Road, Ocean Theater, and the governor's building.
Another book contained stamps with little landscape images like the hills and
woods outside Rangda and the waters of the harbor. There was a memorial stamp
for Old Rangda, and several stamps with important people from Rangda and
Tambwe.


It was a
real treasure trove of stamps.


Charvi
turned them over in her fingers while Gulab stared over their shoulders
outside.


"Take
your time putting them in your book." Gulab said. Time was not being
especially generous to them, but she did not want to hurry Charvi, even if she
did want to see the festival proper. This was her little moment, and nobody
would spoil it for her.


Surprisingly,
Charvi had other ideas. She put the stamp books in her jacket.


"No, I
can do it later. I want to see the festival with you." Charvi said.


She clapped
her hands softly together.


Gulab felt
a little flushed, hearing her say with
you. It changed that whole statement.


"Let's
go get something to eat, then we'll play around." Gulab suggested.


Charvi nodded
her head stiffly, and the duo retraced their steps through Silver Road and back
out to Ocean Road. They sped across the street, running in front of a parade
float, and rejoined the crowd, ambling casually through the festival and
looking through its offerings.


Gulab was
particularly keen on finding something fatty and fried, and preferably savory,
but Charvi seemed to show more interest in the sweets. She paused to stare at
the gulab jamun, little syrup-coated balls of milk solids that whimsically shared
a name with her companion, but did not purchase any. She seemed drawn by the
halva and yogurt too.


At the
sight of a cart with a large ice box, however, Charvi became more decisive.


"Gulab,
let's have kulfi. I want the mango flavor." She said.


"Sure.
You'll have to buy though, all I had was those coins." Gulab said.


Charvi
nodded stiffly in response and approached the vendor, paying for a pair of
cone-shaped kulfi ice cream sticks. She bought herself the bright yellow mango
flavor, while Gulab received a bright pink rose flavored kulfi, studded with
pistachios. Gulab licked the tip of her popsicle and
found the flavor very appealing, sweet and rich. Kulfi was dense and creamy,
and she felt that her tongue was not even making a dent on the stick as
she sucked on it. It was nothing like the syrup-flavored snow she had as a kid
up in the mountains.


"I've
never had this before! It's so good!" Gulab said.


Charvi
nodded her head, her lips closing around the ice cream stick.


"I ate
them regularly as a small child." She said.


Gulab
sloppily lapped up the ice cream. It brought her an innocent joy.


Standing on
the edge of the street, eating her ice cream and watching the big flashy floats
go by under the vibrant fireworks, accompanied by a fetching comrade
who thought that she was fetching too, Gulab felt
more alive and free than she ever had before.


This was
the promise of leaving the mountain, of leaving behind the restrictions of
her birth. It was the fruit of self-determination. She was no longer trapped,
hunting and fighting and hardening her heart to the cold and hiding the pain
her face showed for fear of a man seeing it. She was free. Being her own
person, the person she wanted to become.


Nobody here
could tell her to work like a man or to be more masculine or to act her
birth. Nobody could tell her not to cry or not to laugh or not to dream and
dance and dress and look the way she wanted. She decided everything for herself
now. Wearing a woman's hair, cleaning herself like a woman, dressing
like a woman, laughing, eating, loving, being flighty; being a woman. Having a woman's
face; no-- the face she had always had finally being seen as her face. She was
always here, she was her, under the open Ayvartan
sky.


There was
more to do, perhaps. But at least one person at her side saw her as she wanted
to be seen, and for now that was enough. She was the girl that she chose to be.


That was
something none of the men of her family could take from her.


She didn't
have to live forced into a contorted shape by their ideas any longer.


In a rush
of emotion, she took Charvi's free hand, drawing her attention.


"I'm
so happy to be here, Charvi. Thank you." Gulab said.


Charvi
nodded her head. "Yes. This is fine."


"Only
fine?" Gulab laughed.


"I am
okay with the events unfolding."


"Well,
okay."


Gulab
cracked up a little, while Charvi remained perfectly serious as usual.


She looked
down at her ice cream stick, which had not even begun to melt.


"You
know, the best way to eat kulfi is to stuff it whole in one's
mouth." Charvi said.


"Oh,
well then. Sounds fun. Let's try it together." Gulab said.


At once,
the pair mindlessly stuffed their kulfi sticks whole in their mouth and waited.


Within
seconds Gulab felt an intense chill digging into the roof of her
mouth, down the roots of her teeth, and going straight into the brain.
Judging by her somewhat more strained expression, Charvi felt it too. Both of
them shut their eyes, removed the kulfi from atop their tortured tongues, and
grabbed hold of their heads in pain. It was as if the ice cream stick had
become lodged into her skull. Not a pleasant sensation.


"Why
did you do this to me?" Gulab moaned, her head throbbing fiercely.


"It
was a joke. I joked you." Charvi replied, inexpressively rubbing on her
own head.


"It's called
a prank, and it's not clever if you get caught in it too!" Gulab shouted.


"I
will take that into consideration next time." Charvi tonelessly replied.










Though
technically a holiday for the armed forces in Rangda, bases and critical assets
could not be left completely alone, and several lax guard shifts were
established, often manned by younger officers and privates. As the night wore
on, the guard shifts at the gates and barracks changed with merciful
regularity, releasing more and more of the troops stationed at the 8th Division
Barracks to allow them to experience the festival. Returning troops who
exhausted the fun of the festival then took their place, and bid them a fond
night in town.


It was one
such shift that led to Corporal Rahani taking the place of Adesh, Nnenia and
Eshe at their barracks, just an hour or two after the sun had fallen from over
the base.


Their
comely Corporal looked to be in good spirits despite this. He smiled his
delicate smile, his lovely face lightly pigmented, with a little gloss on
his lips and powders on his cheeks and around his eyes. Over his dress
uniform, consisting of long pants and a spiffy jacket that was almost identical
to the type worn by Adesh, Eshe and Nnenia, he wore a matching dark green
woman's sari as a personal touch. An orchid decorated his smooth dark hair.


"Did
you have fun, Corporal?" Eshe asked.


Rahani
beamed at the group, his steps all aflutter. "It was quite lovely!"


"Did
you have a date?" Nnenia asked.


"Ah,
no! I'm not in the market." Rahani said. His voice took a coquettish tone.


Adesh
wondered whether he was already sold or merely off the shelves.


Everyone
around the base seemed excited to go out on romantic dates during the festival.
There was some kind of urban legend about holding hands under the moon or
somesuch -- Adesh only barely interacted with these fantasies through osmosis,
and he wondered how anyone had time for them with all the drills and lectures
they were having.


He himself
didn't have a date. Nnenia and Eshe were apparently on the same boat.


Whether
they failed to secure a date, or never even tried, Adesh did not know.


So they all
decided to go together.


Corporal
Rahani waved them off, and the trio walked down to Ocean Road themselves,
taking in the spectacle of their surroundings. Upon turning the corner from the
connecting street to Ocean Road, Adesh's eye was immediately drawn by
firebreathers on a moving float that was circling Ocean Road and the adjacent
Silver Road. Men and women in diaphanous tops and loincloths, soaked in sweat,
danced and breathed long tongues of fire that lit up the gravel and soared
over the heads of astonished gawkers.


"Hot!"
Nnenia said, pointing curiously to the float.


"You
mean the fire or the dancers?" Adesh asked.


"Both."
Nnenia said, a little grin on her face.


Eshe
winced, drawing back a step when he thought the fire would shoot near.


Perhaps his
experiences with a flamethrower in Bada Aso were getting to him.


Adesh
patted him on the back for support.


"Let's
get going, I've seen enough sweaty legs for tonight." Adesh
said.


"Pity."
Nnenia replied, staring wistfully at the sparsely-clad dancers.


Every float
traveled Ocean Road and Silver Road through a particular path, to spread
the crowd. Adesh did not follow any of the floats, but instead took to the
roads and the nearby alleys and small adjoining squares, where static
attractions and storefronts offered the night's entertainment. There was still
a sizable crowd on the streets, and the path became particularly thick with
bodies wherever a storefront was hosting an event.


Ahead of
them, a crowd formed so thick around an electronics union club that people
began to push and shove to get through or make way past or toward the front. On
a wooden podium, a group of men and women hauled out an enormous wooden box
with various knobs and a seemingly rounded glass on the front. There was some
commotion as the members put down the object and played with its
instruments. Adesh saw little of the object when it was set down, because the
crowd had gathered densely. He only saw a hint of light coming from inside the
ring of people staring at the storefront, and heard only a little bit of music
coming from the object as the crowd got excited and cheered.


It was a
lot more vim and vigor than Adesh had seen even back at the firebreathers.


"I
think it's a television." Eshe said. "They're supposed to be uncommon
outside of very big cities. In Bada Aso some of the tenements had a communal
television to catch special broadcasts from the government. I saw a few
broken ones during the fight."


"Big
crowd-pleaser." Nnenia said. She stared furtively at the gathering.


Silently,
Adesh felt a little offput by the noise and the density of bodies.


It reminded
him a little too keenly of the ugly huddle in the Penance Cathedral.


He saw the
crowd behind rows of benches, in cramped rooms, packed on the beds of rompo
trucks headed behind the lines, or under the medical tarps in piles and
columns.


They had no
choice back then; but here, he did not want to feel trapped in place.


His feet
brimmed with an urge to take him far from this place.


Looking at
his side, searching for a way out of the street, he found that the road
had also become congested, as a float truck with carnival performers and a
lazy-looking tame drake made its way through. There were seemingly hundreds of
people following, tossing food up for the drake to eat, and tossing flowers at
the performers in gratitude.


Adesh felt
a shudder and stared back into the thrashing crowd.


"I'm
not keen on staying here, let's keep moving." He quickly mumbled.


Adesh
reached out and grabbed his companions by the hand to keep everyone close.


Nnenia on
the left and Eshe on the right, fingers intertwined.


He drew
them closer, and started into the crowd before they could protest.


Closing his
eyes, he felt himself bump into several people.


Elbows and
hands and arms rolled over his head and shoulders with a few protests.


He squeezed
his friend's hands and pushed on to the other side.


Past the
electronics club storefront the streets thinned out again, and Adesh calmed.


But both
his friends walked a little stiffer after that experience, and remained quiet.


And he
could feel a tremble in their grasp.


He wondered
if he had done wrong to them -- he had been desperate to leave.


Stopping,
he turned to them, and let go of their hands.


"I'm
sorry, I lost my cool back there." He said.


Nnenia and
Eshe laid hands he released behind their backs.


"It's
not your fault." Nnenia said.


"You
did nothing wrong." Eshe said.


Both had
spoken at once, and looked embarrassed for having done so.


Adesh
crooked an eyebrow. They didn't seem angry, but he couldn't read them.


When they
resumed walking, he felt his friends each take one of his hands again.


He glanced
furtively at each of them. Eshe's hair was turning slightly curly, he noticed,
as it began to grow, while Nnenia's was tied up in a bun. Adesh had combed his
own, which was starting to pass his neck in length. Both wore their garrison
caps. They had cleaned up for the festival night, but neither wore any pigments
or accessories.


Adesh felt a
comforting warmth from their hands.


He loved
his friends so dearly. After he ran away from his home and entered the army, he
had always clung to them, though they knew little about each other before the
things they confided during their lunches at that fated border between Adjar
and Cissea.


Adesh
wanted to hold their hands and be with them forever.


He didn't
want tonight to be gloomy.


He
wanted to have some levity with them for a change.


"Hey,
let's try a game!" Adesh said, turning his head to Eshe and then Nnenia.
"What do you say? I see a lot of opportunities. Look, there's a shooting
gallery up ahead."


Releasing
their hands he pointed up the street, where a small woman from a local hunting
and sporting club had set up targets and a little range in the alleyway between
her store and the adjacent building. She stood on a podium next to it, and
watched shooters try to plink at her targets with a small hunting rifle with a
6-shot clip of cut-down cartridges. It resembled the bundu battle rifle, but
the ammunition was much smaller.


On a shelf
near the range there were a variety of prizes for the shooters. There were clay
flowers, boxes of candy, colorful photobooks of Ayvartan animals and biomes,
plush toys of various sizes, culminating in a very large plush drake, stuffed
with beans, pleasantly green in color and with a big, stitched smile and button
eyes.


"It's
so cute!" Adesh said. "Come on, let's try to win it."


Eshe and
Nnenia's eyes were drawn to the prizes.


"I'll
win it for you!" Nnenia said aloud, looking at Adesh with fire in her
eyes.


Adesh
blinked, surprised by her vehemence.


"I'm a
better shot, I'll get you the plush Adesh!" Eshe butted in, determined.


Adesh
tipped his head in confusion. He wondered if he had made a mistake again.


Both of
them ran ahead to the shooting gallery. Eshe got slightly ahead of Nnenia and
stood before the podium. Dressed in a shawl that resembled a coat of moss, the
woman at the podium smiled and handed Eshe a rifle, as well as one 6-round
clip to load into it.


"First
game is free to play, but after that it's 5 shells per bullet." She said.


Eshe took
the rifle, stood at the opposite end of the range, and took aim. Nnenia
grumbled as he settled on the shooter's platform and loaded his weapon to
start.


There were
several round targets arranged at the end of the gloomy alleyway.


Once Eshe
had gotten ready, the woman at the podium pushed a button, giggling.


A series of
dim lights lit up the end of the alleyway, and the targets began to move on a
track previously hidden by the darkness in the alley. Plates moved from left to
right in predictable intervals, transitioning seamlessly and without stopping
from rightward movement to one end of the alley and then leftward movement to
another by some mechanical trick. There were also several more rows of targets
than previously visible, three ranks deep, with the larger ones at the front
obscuring the ones at the back.


"Fire
when ready!" shouted the vendor, amused by the sudden confusion on Eshe's
face. "Targets in the last row are worth more points! Try to score 100 for
the big plushie!"


Nnenia
joined her in snickering. Adesh stood off to the side, still a touch perplexed.


Eshe put
the gun down on the platform frame, and bent down to operate it
somewhat like a sniper. He pulled the bolt, closed one eye, and took a
deep breath.


In quick
succession he fired his shots, working his bolt between each and barely moving
his rifle from its position. He adjusted the barrel only a few millimeters with
each shot.


He must
have been trying to get the targets to come
to him, Adesh thought.


But it did
not bear fruit. All six rounds flew right past the moving plates.


"Hey,
you missed pal!" shouted the vendor in a mocking voice.


He stood up
from the platform, looked down the alley, and shook the gun in his hands.


"It's
rigged! You rigged the game!" Eshe shouted, pointing at the vendor.


"What?
How dare you!" she replied, puffing up her cheeks in childish anger.


"Sore
loser." Nnenia said tersely, moving up and snatching the rifle from Eshe's
hands.


"Tell you
what, if you pay for six more rounds, I'll stop the targets." the vendor
added.


Eshe
promptly turned his back and walked back to Adesh's side, gritting his teeth.


Adesh was
beginning to realize what a terrible idea this had been.


All he had
done was just stoke Eshe and Nnenia's natural antagonism again!


At the
shooter's platform, Nnenia took the gun up to her shoulder and readied to fire
from a standing position, rather than leaning in with a stationary weapon like
a sniper.


"Same
offer to you. Pay up front and I'll stop the targets." said the vendor.


"No
way."


Nnenia
loaded her clip, pulled the bolt, and held the weapon with a hand up front, one
around the trigger, and the stock to her shoulder. She moved from the waist up,
tracking the targets as they moved across the width of the alleyway. Adesh
thought she was probably trying to predict their patterns and fire ahead of
them. She spent almost a minute just looking down the alleyway. People started
to form up behind them -- perhaps they were the first soldiers, dressed as
such, to try their hands at the game tonight.


Given the
attraction, the vendor looked delighted, and did not hurry Nnenia along.


Finally,
after over a minute, Nnenia took her first shot.


Her rifle
cried out with a sharp pop!


At the
other end of the alleyway a plate broke on the front row.


"Five
points!" said the vendor, clapping.


"Five?"


Nnenia
turned to the vendor with fire in her eyes.


"Well,
you hit a big, easy target! Those in the back are worth thirty."


Smiling
mischievously, the vendor finally revealed the true nature of the game.


Angrily,
Nnenia focused her attention on the targets once more, but her fortunes quickly
turned. She fired several more times to no avail, the large plates in the front
shielding the smaller plates in the back. To achieve the big, luxuriant drake
plushie, it was necessary to score three shots at least on the smaller plates.
Nnenia found it impossible.


Again Adesh
watched one of his friends dejectedly leave the platform in defeat.


Though the
little crowd around the store cheered, Nnenia frowned, demoralized.


"Hey,
you got fifteen points at least. Here's a clay flower for ya."


From the
shelves, the vendor plucked a fake flower.


Nnenia
snatched it out of her hands as she walked by the podium.


"Here.
Like Rahani."


She
approached Adesh and put the clay flower in his hair.


She then
walked past with her head head down.


Adesh felt
like trying his hand at the range too; but he also wanted to keep moving. His
plan to lighten up the evening had clearly failed, and Nnenia and Eshe stood
three meters from each other, staring at neither the shooting range nor each
other, with their arms crossed and their faces flushed an angry, perhaps
ashamed, red color.


He should've
guessed that they would have turned it into a fight; but why?


As he
prepared to grab both of them and go, he heard a familiar voice in the crowd.


"Ah,
kids, oh kids, so young and inexperienced!"


From behind
the well-dressed gawkers arrived Corporal Kajari and Sergeant Chadgura. They
too wore their dress uniforms to the festival, but Adesh thought they looked a
damn sight better than the private's uniform. Corporal Kajari looked
impressive, sleek and polished to a fine honey-bronze, her characteristic
braided ponytail looking silky and shiny, and her pretty, soft-featured,
smooth face decorated with an ear-to-ear smile as she laid eyes on her juniors.


During Bada
Aso, Corporal Kajari had been a positive influence on them.


She had
even saved their lives once with her bravado and quick thinking.


Adesh lit
up with a smile as he saw her coming through.


Nnenia and
Eshe, hearing the voice, turned around too. Eshe looked ambivalent, but Nnenia
was beaming with youthful glee just the same as Adesh. They approached the
Corporal, and Adesh wondered if he should go in for a hug. It almost felt
natural. Instead Corporal Kajari saluted them with a little grin, and the three
privates saluted back to her.


"You
three looked defeated back there! Allow me to show you how it's done." She
said.


Corporal
Kajari turned about-face, and took the rifle from the vendor's podium.


"Well,
well! More soldiers lining up! It's almost unfair to me." the vendor said.


"You
set yourself up for this fall!" Corporal Kajari said.


Behind her,
Sergeant Chadgura nodded to the younger privates and stood aside, waiting
silently and without expression for Corporal Kajari to be done with her little
show.


Standing at
the shooter's platform, Corporal Kajari did not exhibit any signs of having a
concrete plan. She did not lean down to aim more deliberately, and she did not
spend much time plotting the trajectory of the plates. Instead, once the vendor
had replaced the front plates destroyed by Nnenia and got the
targets moving again, Corporal Kajari loaded, and with her eyes off the
iron sights, she fired the rifle haphazardly, holding it to her hip with one
hand, slamming the bolt down with the palm of her other hand.


Bullets hit
the walls and the floor and sent a pair of huddling rats panicking away.


At the far
end of the range, a single small plate was grazed and pushed off its
track.


It
shattered on the floor as it fell.


"That's
uh, thirty points, I guess." said the vendor, glaring at Corporal Kajari.


Behind them
the crowd was silent with confusion.


Adesh had
expected a show of skill.


He did not
know what to think of what had actually transpired.


However
neither the crowd's reaction, nor the vendor's, nor the privates', seemed to
bother Corporal Kajari. Casually, she put the gun down on the platform and
stepped off.


Corporal
Kajari then turned to her youthful subordinates and shrugged.


"It's
obviously rigged, so who cares?" She said happily.


Behind her
the vendor's face developed an angry twitch.


"THAT's
the lesson you wanted to show us?" Eshe said, throwing his hands up in the
air.


"Yeah.
Lighten up and don't be so intense." Corporal Kajari said.


Exasperated,
Eshe turned to Sergeant Chadgura, who did not even acknowledge him.


He then
turned his back on the shooting gallery in a huff once more.


"Oh boy,
that was something. Any more
challengers?" shouted the vendor.


Once more
the crowd parted to allow someone to the front.


This time
it was a vibrantly dressed couple. One was a woman with lightly bronzed skin
and luxuriant strawberry hair in an exquisite dress and sari drape, and she
partnered with a sharply-dressed, rather tall, slender lady in a suit and a
fedora. They almost looked like actors out of some exquisite drama film. It
took some doing for Adesh to recognize them, but he realized this was Colonel
Nakar and her aide, Chief Warrant Officer Maharani.


"Do
you want the big plush toy?" asked Colonel Nakar.


Chief
Maharani clapped her hands with delight. "I'd cherish it forever!"


"Consider
it yours."


Colonel
Nakar stepped up, with Chief Maharani cheering for her in front of the crowd.


Grinning,
the vendor warmly welcomed her. "My, my, confident, are we?"


Without
indulging in her sense of humor, Colonel Nakar took a gun from the vendor.


Wordlessly,
she loaded the gun en route to the shooter's platform.


She held it
out with one hand, as if it was a handgun and not a rifle.


"Ha
ha, we'll see how that works out for you." shouted the vendor.


From the
podium she started the targets moving once more.


Colonel
Nakar barely waited a second before she started firing.


Adesh
thought it would be a repeat of Corporal Kajari's stunt, but Colonel Nakar
had incredible precision and technique. She had the gun in one hand, but she
controlled the barrel with the other, and she paused for a second to work the
bolt between shots, rather than hammering it recklessly like Corporal Kajari
had been doing. She shot, turned the bolt, quickly snapped the barrel a few
centimeters to the side, and shot again.


Untouched,
the two closest rows of plates continued moving.


"Hey,
you missed pal-- what?"


Behind
them, the back row had been completely depopulated of its tiny, quick targets.


At the
podium, the vendor stared down the alley with her jaw hanging, speechless.


A long
silence reigned after the last gunshot.


Adesh and
friends were stunned. Even Corporal Kajari was mouth agape.


Not a
single shot missed, and every single shot hit a 30-point target.


"That's
one hundred and eighty points, I believe." said Colonel Nakar.


She ambled
down from the shooter's platform and grabbed hold of the big drake plush.


"Yay!
Go, Madiha! You're invincible!" Chief Maharani cheered.


Once it had
dawned upon them that the Colonel had won the game, improbable as it seemed,
the crowd around the shooting gallery roared with delight, clapping their
hands, throwing flowers. Colonel Nakar presented the plush to Chief Maharani,
who boldly gave her a kiss on the cheek in public. This only seemed to fire up
the crowd even more.


Everyone
seemed to expect some words out of Colonel Nakar as she prepared to leave.


Awkwardly, she
scanned the crowd and rubbed her shooting arm, staring downward.


"Practice
with many cartridges." She said hastily.


Chief
Maharani put her arm around the Colonel, and the pair disappeared up the
street.


Behind Adesh
and friends, the hunting club vendor began to close up shop in anger.


Once the
excitement died down, the crowd started to wander away.


Nnenia and
Eshe stood around for a minute and seemed to forget their competition.


"I'm
hungry." Nnenia said, out of the blue. She rubbed her stomach.


"We
should go eat then. You can pick what you like." Eshe said.


"Okay.
Kulfi?" Nnenia replied.


"Oh,
that would hit the spot! Let's get some." Eshe said, smiling.


"Did
someone say Kulfi? We found a nice cart for 'em!" interjected Corporal
Kajari.


Adesh
stared at them and exhaled, letting out the tension caught in his chest.


He felt
relieved and decided to put his worries out of his mind.


They might
be at each other's throats again soon, but at least they could get over
it.










At
Parinita's wicked suggestion, Madiha spent much of the night rampaging
across the skill games set up across Ocean Road. She had defeated two tests of
strength, solved a cube puzzle, shot up three shooting galleries, and scooped
up a few fish. Parinita kept a giant drake plush from one of the stands, but
the rest of the prizes she gave away to children.


Holding
hands, they forgot to fear the bursting of fireworks in the sky or the
potential presence of invisible men, too enthralled by the music and the
laughter and the din of the crowd as thousands of people spoke among
themselves. Parinita, however, lamented that they had to spend the night
exclusively out on the street after the film.


"I
wish we could have a nice dinner. But I couldn't really swing a co-op seat
reservation on the festival night. They have so little space, so it's too
expensive." She said.


"I can
pick up more kulfi or some puri for us if you want." Madiha said.


"No,
it's not really about eating, but being in a place, together, you know?"


"We
could go back to our building and eat them in one of our rooms."
Madiha said.


Parinita
looked her over, feeling a mixture of delight and confusion. Had she barreled
over this suggestion, not knowing how bold it was to ask? Or had she suggested
because she had lusty motives in mind? Knowing Madiha it was obviously the
former, but she liked to indulge the latter fantasy. She put on a coquettish
smile for her partner, and acted flighty.


Clinging to
her arm, she pulled on Madiha, urging her back.


"That
sounds lovely. We can skip the food; let's just go back home." Parinita
said.


Madiha
blinked and stared, rubbing her lips with a fidgeting hand.


The hour
was close to midnight. Around Ocean Road the floats began their journeys back
to the workshops that designed them, and the storefronts began to clean up. One
last round of fireworks, more concentrated and bright than ever before, briefly
lit the sky. Aside from the real night owls in the bars and dance halls, the
people celebrating the festival began to vanish under the moon that they
had come out to revere that night. Crowds dispersed, and the noise died down,
leaving only the silence and empty space of a cool evening.


Parinita
and Madiha walked to their temporary home under growing shadows.


Through the
building door they walked, holding hands and rubbing shoulders.


Madiha
fumbled with her keys. When she opened her door, they found an aggravated
little face waiting for them on the bed. Kali raised its head, blowing out a
little smoke.


"We
brought you a friend!" Parinita cheered.


She thrust the
drake plush forward. Kali stared skeptically at the object.


The drake
leaped down from the bed, approached, turned its rear on Parinita and slapped
the plush to the floor with its tail. Kali proceeded to ignore the toy and
stare at Madiha and her companion with no particular expression discernible on
its reptilian face.


"Is it
mad because you left it behind?" Parinita asked.


"It's
always mad at something or other." Madiha said.


Kali turned
its head from Parinita to Madiha and back, her eyes traveling up and down their
clothing, across their faces, and settling on their hands, holding one another.


She huffed
smoke into the air and bolted past them down the hallway, grumbling loudly.


Both women
stared out the door for a moment, contemplating the little beast.


"I
always wonder whether it's antisocial or jealous." Parinita said, watching
it go.


"It
would be just my luck to have a jilted lover for a pet."
Madiha groaned.


She shut
the door behind them. Parinita went to sit by the side of the bed, while Madiha
undid her tie, put her fedora on the hat rack, and wandered into the bathroom,
looking at her face in the mirror. Parinita watched her. She was brimming with
excitement, like electric discharges just under the skin, and it was hard to
keep herself from standing up and throwing herself in the woman's arms. She
smothered her lusts with a growing curiosity as to what Madiha would decide to
do now that they were both here together.


When Madiha
returned from the bathroom, her face wore a bashful, gentle expression.


"Parinita,
I think we ought to share what we both know." She said.


Just like
her to open with such a clumsy line. Parinita smiled.


"I was
planning to tell you everything I know about yourself, and me, and all of this
mystical mess tomorrow. Right now, I think we're both too tired for all of
that."


Madiha
nodded her head. "Tomorrow is fine then."


"I owe
you the truth." Parinita said. "I want to tell you the truth. I long
for it."


Madiha
averted her eyes a little, perhaps embarrassed by Parinita's impassioned tone.


"I
must confess, I've not much more to say." She mumbled under her breath.


Just like
her to get choked up in this situation. No matter.


Parinita
was quite ready to be the bold one.


She stood,
and she walked step by step until she stood face to face with Madiha.


"I
love you." She said. "Madiha, I want to be honest with you. I
want my truth out. I'm tired of holding things back, and I am tired of feeling
like I am crazy for the ways I have felt about you. I want this, even if
it sounds foolish, even if it's reckless!"


Without a
word more she thrust toward Madiha and laid her lips on the taller woman's own.
Almost immediately and without additional prompting Madiha reciprocated
the embrace, spreading her own lips and actively taking Parinita's kiss into
her own. Tongues threaded together, lips pressed and sucked lustily, as if
fighting for control of the kiss; when they separated, a thin string of spittle
connected their mouths.


"Do
you love me?" Parinita asked, severing the thread.


She felt
her heart pump faster as the words rolled off her tongue.


She felt a
mix of adrenaline and fear as she made her feelings blunt.


Everything
was rising to the surface. She wanted it to. She wanted out of the shadows.


Madiha
seemed shaken by the demand.


"Parinita,
I just, I--"


That was
not what she wanted, but she was ready to accept it too.


"Do
you?"


"I-- I
want to." Madiha stammered.


Parinita felt
a cold fear creeping down her chest and into her gut. She fought it.


"What
does that mean?" She asked gently.


Madiha averted
her eyes. "I haven't received affection in years."


"And?"


Those words
hung painfully in the air.


"I
don't know whether my feelings are genuine or impulsive." Madiha said.


Now
Parinita felt something snap, and the desperation rising to her throat.


"What
is genuine to you? We spent this whole night-- I'm so confused!"


"I'm
confused too-- that's the problem. I need to sort myself out." Madiha
said.


"I can
wait. I just want you to know. I want you to be aware of me."


"You
deserve better." Madiha finally said.


Her hands
were trembling. She stared at the floor. Everything else had perhaps been
vacillation. This felt closer to the truth. A real reason for Madiha's
stammering and avoidance.


Parinita
almost couldn't believe it. "Was it the movie? Listen, I'm sorry--"


Madiha
pressed her. "No! Parinita, I'm not, I'm not normal. I'm afraid I
might--"


"Are
my kisses that repulsive?" Parinita said, averting her own eyes
momentarily.


Her
interjections were growing much less controlled and much more impassioned.


She hated
the words she was saying but her heart was tearing in a dozen directions.


Madiha
blinked hard and gasped. "Of course not! Parinita I adore--"


Parinita
suddenly pulled her again into a kiss, hoping, praying, that it would draw her
out.


Again they
separated, breaking the translucent thread between their tongues.


She took
Madiha's hands into her own and felt her warmth, her pulse.


"You're
being so stupid! Who cares what I deserve? I want you, Madiha!" She said.


Madiha
raised a hand to her forehead, pressing over her eyes.


"I am
being stupid. I'm sorry. It's just--I'm so afraid I'll ruin everything again.
Tonight was so incredible. I felt so happy; you were happy too. But I don't
know-- I don't know!"


Parinita
knew that Madiha was haunted by so many things. She had seen it before, she had
experienced it. But each time she had tackled it not by abandoning Madiha or
giving up by pressing on. Despite the helplessness she felt, she pressed on.
Her words started to sound accusatory, and it was the last thing that she
wanted to sound like.


But she
could not let this go. Her heart was flooding out of her mouth for better or
worse.


"I
thought you said you were better after Bada Aso, but here you go again Madiha, throwing
everything onto yourself. It's unfair! Let me share some of that burden for
once! Let me hurt too! Let me take the world off those shoulders already! Let
me feel like I mean something to you! No matter what form those feelings take,
I'll accept them. I don't want to be alone, in the way that I know I'll be
alone if we part ways here! So please, Madiha, if you're afraid, then be afraid
with me, instead of fearing alone!"


Parinita's
voice rose to a shout, just a drawing of breath away from Madiha's lips.


Those
breaths rose and fell between them, belabored, silent, painfully so.


Madiha
raised her eyes from the floor to meet Parinita's again.


"Parinita,
the reason I'm afraid is-- it's because--"


Those sad
eyes that Parinita had been so stricken by, before she knew anything concrete
about Madiha, before she knew the self-sacrificing kindness, the anxious,
almost self-loathing vacillation that tormented her mind, perhaps every moment
of her existence. Before she fell in love with anything she knew she had fallen
in love with those eyes, those eyes that knew pain and that silently promised
to try to spare the world any more pain.


Eyes that
would give anything for a kindred soul; Parinita wanted to drown in them.


She was
stricken again by those tragic eyes, drawn into Madiha's voice by her gaze.


"Deep
down in my heart, I know want to mean something to you too, Parinita. No matter
how anxious I get, no matter how confused. I can stifle those feelings, I can
try to hide them, I can fear them. But they are real. A
very real part of me wants you so much, Parinita. And this is not something
I've ever experienced before. It's just-- so new."


Madiha's voice
was trembling. Parinita thought she would weep from the sentiment.


Warmth
again washed over the cold in her breast. She felt a great, purifying relief.


"You
spend so much effort to say such simple things! Here: I love you,
Madiha!"


"I'm
sorry." Madiha said. "I'm sorry. I love you. I know I do. I can't
deny it."


Parinita
smiled. She ran a mischievous finger down Madiha's lip, quieting her.


"Please.
One more time, with my name, and without the cruft."


She lifted
her finger.


Madiha
slowly smiled back, her face reddening. "Parinita, I love you."


Their hands
entwined, fingers interlocking, squeezing. Their gazes locked together.


As if drawn
in by gravity, they hovered slowly closer.


Gently,
Madiha dipped her head forward, leaning into a kiss.


Parinita
drove forward, kissing Madiha with such force that she pushed her to the wall.


Madiha's
hands traveled down to Parinita's hips. Her own caught on Madiha's belt.


They
separated briefly enough to exchange heavy, breathy words.


"Are
you scared?" Parinita asked.


"I am
scared for us, but I can overcome it." Madiha replied.


"Don't
be scared for me. I-- I want to hold you, Madiha. Do you want me to?"


Madiha
struggled for breath amid the passion of the moment. "I want to."


"Don't
be scared for me." Parinita said again. "I'm stronger than you
think."


Without
response, Madiha eased into another kiss, her eyes closed, her hands seeking.


Parinita
reciprocated the attention immediately and naturally, as if an instinct.


Fingers
flicked opened buttons, zippers, clasps; cloth slid off shoulders and backs.


Hands
sought warmth, moisture, softness; between legs, over buttocks, across
breasts.


Smothering
their fear with a shared heat, Madiha and Parinita fell together into bed.


 




 


 






















44. The Coming Storm


 


48th of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


 


Under a sky lit by fireworks and stars, a
surging ocean sent a boat careening past the harbor of the Shining Port and
smashing through the stone barriers around Tambwe's upper waters.
Pieces of the old fisher washed up along the meter-thin, sandy stretches of
beach beneath the cliffs north of Rangda. Puzzled and alarmed by the
vessel, Rangdan law enforcement quickly put together a rescue group. Careful to
avoid the same fate as the unknowing fisher, Rangdan boats searched carefully
along the rocky depths and hidden shallows, while climbing teams dropped down
from the cliffs and onto the beaches to comb the debris.


While the
rescuers would have rather been drinking and partying under the falling colors
of the pyrotechnics displays, they did not openly complain about fulfilling
their duties. Rangda was a coastal town, and these people could be fisherfolk
and traders that keep the city supplied. Electric torches in hand, the rescuers
searched along the beaches, examining the chunks of the boat that had washed
up, and keeping an eye out for signs of life. They found pieces of the prow
collecting all along the rocks, and identified the boat from one.


It was a
Higwean fishing boat, named the Banteng.
Judging by all the pieces, it was around ten meters long and not particularly
seaworthy. Any expert eye would have found it inconceivable that such a vessel
could sail so far from home. Curiously, no net was found, though the boat had
its equipment set up for fishing. Having seen this kind of crash occur to
larger vessels, the rescuers thought the boat must have been hurled against the
rocks by the violent tides and smashed to pieces. There was a slim chance
someone survived.


Despite
this, for several hours the operation continued.


Though they
searched out at sea and beneath the cliffs, all they found was the wreckage. No
bodies were found, no personal effects, no signs that the boat had any
particular direction. It was as if a ghost fisher had sailed endless days from
the Higwe islands just to crash in this lonely strip of rock. Standard
procedure dictated the rescue operation would continue where possible until
dawn, allowing the sun to shed light on the situation.


Rescuers,
however, were more than willing to let this become nothing but a mystery.


To the
rescuers, at least for a few hours after dawn, it would remain so.


At the
Shining Port, however, a sleepy morning patrolman from the port security found
a connected mystery in the form of a pair of unidentified people climbing
the port seawall onto one of the warehouse blocks. Spotting them from afar, he
at first assumed nothing about the boat crash or security risks, and instead
thought they must be port workers or fishers who fell into the water on
accident. He ambled over to offer help; then, close enough to get a better
look, he saw black leather waterproof cases strapped to their backs.


"Stop!"
he shouted, "what are you doing with those? Stop right now!"


He waved
his electric torch, the only piece of equipment he was given.


One of the
two arrivals then produced a weapon.


At the
sight, the port patrolman felt he had died right there in spirit. His whole
body tensed, and he took no further step to close the fifty meter gap between
him and them.


However,
the mysterious man with the waterproof cases put down his gun.


He raised
his hands.


He said
something in a language the patrolman did not know and kicked the firearm.


It rolled some
distance between them.


Confused,
the patrolman followed his first instinct and picked up the weapon.


He looked
up from the ground as he bent to take the gun.


Neither of
the two mysterious port climbers made a move.


Both of
them looked rather young.


What were
they up to? It was impossible for the patrolman to imagine.


He had
heard stories, years ago, of migrants from other nations who tried to take
boats illegally into Ayvarta. They were often fleeing the consequences of
political actions taken abroad. But these people took boats here. They ended
up on the ports and in the beaches. They did not climb sea
walls onto the ports. And they did not carry weapons and goods with them! Of
course, all of that happened in peacetime,
however.


"Easy
now," he said, raising his voice and pointing his newfound zwitcherer
pistol at its former owners. He swept his hands toward himself, urging them to
follow. They did not appear to share a language with him at all, and so he used
his body language to try to communicate. Thankfully, the two strangers, hands
up, began to walk as instructed.


Soon he got
them to a phone, and called the police. And for a translator. When asked what
language he needed to interpret, the patrolman did not know. He had never met
an elf or one of the northern barbarians or a hanwan or anything like that; he
had no frame of reference. He practically begged the policemen on the line to
just take this burden off him.


After
he hung up, the wheels of Ayvartan law, lulled to sleep by their distance
from battle and by the levity of the last week, began to spin with a sudden,
terrifying realization.


By noon,
the fate of the Banteng begged more questions than it answered.


 


49th of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


Tambwe
Dominance, City of Rangda -- Red Banner Apartments


Slowly the
light of the dawn crept over the tops of Rangda's buildings and washed over the
facades, casting brilliant lances through every crack and cranny, into every
hole in a curtain and through every gap in a shutter. It was no different for the
windows of the Red Banner Apartments. Facing the dawn, they slowly took
the full brunt of the morning light.


Accompanied
by a misty morning breeze, the sunlight illuminated all of Madiha's room,
starting with a beam of light the size of a wooden plank that cut across the
bed and shone almost directly into her eyes. Groggy, grumbling, Madiha's
stretched under the blankets, extending her legs, thrusting her arms,
exhaling a drawn-out yawn.


She felt
something pleasantly warm and soft behind her as she arched her back.


Arms wound
around her belly, and she felt a woman's breasts press against her.


Reflexively
she thrust upright, sitting against the backrest.


Parinita
lay beside her in bed, stripped of clothing and still sound asleep.


Madiha
slowly recalled the events of the past night.


They had
felt almost dream-like.


Prior to
this, it had been quite a long time since she
last experienced sex.


She felt
her lips upturn into a small smile. Parinita had made her very happy.


In turn
Madiha knew she had reciprocated those sentiments well.


Watching
her lay in bed, Madiha recalled all of the times in Bada Aso that she had seen
Parinita laying on the floor, atop a desk, against a wall, bent over documents
-- catching sleep wherever she could get it and in whatever position she
happened to be. No matter where she lay, she always looked so peaceful, as if
in meditation. In this bed, however, she looked overjoyed in sleep. Her eyes
were gentle, and she wore a pleasant smile.


Madiha pulled
the blanket up over her lover's shoulders and over her own.


Bundled in
the blankets, she delivered a little kiss to her forehead and inched
closer.


She
retracted her legs, bent her back and bowed her head to make eye contact.


Face to face,
she touched her forehead to Parinita's and embraced her.


She found
herself soon staring right into her lover's bright green eyes.


"Hujambo, Madiha." Parinita
said, staring blearily forward with a fond little smile.


"Hujambo," Madiha said. She
smiled back, her own eyes half-closed, sleepy.


Parinita
tipped her head up and clumsily closed her lips around Madiha's own.


Madiha
reciprocated so strongly she bumped her forehead on Parinita's.


When they
separated, they rubbed their heads and laughed.


Slowly this
exciting moment passed and they settled into a happy silence.


Under the
blankets their nude bodies lay close enough to draw sweat out.


Madiha felt
her lover's warm breathing on her face. It was almost dizzying.


Their hands
locked together between their legs, fingers tightly entwined.


"Is it
fair to say I'm your girlfriend now?" Parinita asked.


She rubbed
her cheek on the pillow, her body shuddering with a yawn.


Madiha
chuckled. "That's fair to say. But I think it's against the
regulations."


"To
hell with those! The army's a proletarian institution isn't it? We're all
comrades. And if you can't kiss your comrades all over who can you kiss? We're
girlfriends now."


"Fair
to say, but beside the point." Madiha said, in mock seriousness.


"Alright,
hear me out, Colonel. Consider a state
of total war, where the entire machinery of civil life must support a
massive military effort; in such a state, isn't it fair to say we're all
part of the army? If so, must all emotional engagement cease? I'm saying, we're
all comrades, we're all fighting for nation and party. So we're
girlfriends." Parinita said.


"You're
determined to have this come hell or high water I see."


"All
I'm saying is everyone's doing it! Even the commissars are messin'
around."


"True.
I'm fairly sure Daksha Kansal always has been." Madiha replied.


"If
she can, why not us?"


"That
is a strong point."


"So
you agree, we should be girlfriends."


Madiha
raised one of her hands to Parinita's cheek.


"I
made my thoughts clear last night, didn't I?" She said.


"Well;
it certainly felt like it down here." Parinita said, throwing a lusty
wink at her.


Madiha
chuckled again, this time turning a little red.


Parinita
reached out a hand herself, stroking Madiha's cheek and hair.


"Can
you say that you love me again?" She asked.


Her voice
took on a different tone from the girlish levity of seconds ago.


"I
love you, Parinita." Madiha said. She drew out the syllables, tasting
every word.


"I
love you, Madiha. We're girlfriends now." Parinita replied, her silliness
renewed.


Madiha
sighed fondly. "I'm more partial to lovers; you can have lovers in the
army."


"'Lovers'
sounds so cold." Parinita said, puffing up her cheeks in childish
indignation.


Having
settled that matter, the two left the bed. They stumbled into the bathroom
together, pausing for a kiss every now and then as if they needed to restart a
battery every so often. Madiha's bathroom shower was a stall with a water
faucet two meters up, and as such was too tight for them, so they took turns
washing up. Parinita grumbled.


"Without
a couple's bath, it's not much of a romantic morning-after." She
said.


Madiha
turned up the water pressure in the shower, splashing Parinita.


"Hey!"


She felt so
flighty and elated, like there were butterflies fluttering in her chest.


She wanted
to do anything to make Parinita laugh and smile and make little sounds.


After
washing up, they settled into bed again, their hair wet and sloppy, dressed in
Madiha's shirts. On Parinita the sleeves were a bit long, and the end of the
shirt reached below her thigh almost, and was pleasantly covering. She looked
quite amused to be wearing it. They lay side by side, holding hands, staring at
the roof, listening to the sounds of footsteps on the street outside, the
occasional passing car, a few birds.


"Is Minardo
coming today?" Madiha asked.


"She
better not be!" Parinita replied.


They shared
a gentle laugh.


It was
strange how different this felt from just being around Parinita, like before.


Madiha had
felt elevated by her lover's presence even before this day.


But in the
afterglow, holding hands, having been as honest as they could be about their
feelings, their relationship took on an entirely different character. There was
no more baggage, no more masks. No more hesitation or anxious waiting between
them. Having aired their desire for one another they could open their
hearts more fully than before.


Madiha
tightened her grip on Parinita's hand, squeezing her palm.


"Are
you alright with talking about it now?"


"Yes,
of course. We must."


Together,
they turned on their sides, facing each other. They held hands between each
other and gazed into each other's eyes, both ready to dismantle one remaining
barrier.


"Do
you want to go first, or should I?" Madiha said.


"I
should go first." Parinita said. "My part of this mess is the least
coherent. First I'll tell you a story my grandmother told me ad-nauseum. It
concerns your powers, a little bit."


She sat up
on the bed, took a deep breath, and began to tell the tale.










Long ago,
the world called Aer was shaped by the shadows of an everburning flame.


It was not
the flame that brought life, but the shadow, hiding within its cold darkness
all of the world's creatures and sparing them the brunt of the flame. However,
the children of the shadows were quarrelsome, and as they went their separate
ways, they discovered a terrifying world around them. Ancient things that had
withstood the flame without aid lived beyond the borders of the shadowed lands
and preyed upon the children.


Divided
from one another, the children could only scurry away from nature's wrath.


An
enterprising few, however, found their panicked way back to their beginning.


When these
children returned to the bonfire they reached through the shadows.


Betraying
their ancient mother they stole embers to stoke their own fires. Their light
cast out the primordial shadow and they now lived facing the Flame. Soon they
ceased to hide, and wielded Power against their enemies. The creatures
that would come to be called People would exterminate all that was strong and
vicious, taming the world in the process. But the farther afield they explored,
and the more they conquered, the weaker became the flame they left behind.
Soon, even the embers they had taken went out.


Once the
flames dimmed, they brought a new dark age over the world of Aer.


The People
became lost without the Ember and huddled in the shadows once more.


Across the
world, the People desperately clung to the tiniest ashes of that flame, and in
their struggle they found the means to imbue some of their own with the
knowledge they had lost. In the South a Warlord was promoted to power through
great sacrifice; in the North upon a Sage's skull the remnants of the old ways
were agonizingly etched; in the East a Sooth-Sayer was cursed with eyes that
saw history in sleep; in the West a horrible Champion was given the
strength to shake the world, and was hurled into the dark.


Through
great campaigns these indomitable Powers, tied forever to the wheel of life,
cast blood and flesh into oblivion to fan the World's Flame, and averted
the great Dark.


Forevermore,
until the flame dies out, their actions reverberated across History.










Parinita
told her story, and then paused to take a breather, coughing gently.


"It's
an interesting mess of disparate lines." Madiha said.


"I
told you it wasn't coherent." Parinita said.


"You
weren't kidding."


"Every
culture has something like this. The World Flame, monsters, shadows, Embers; I
told you the animist version, but every religion has shades of this tale
somewhere."


"Then
is all this true?" Madiha asked, rubbing her chin at the conclusion of the
story.


"It's
a big batch of vague nothing." Parinita said. "All of it is
religious gibberish, and I can tell you a dozen sects right now that quibble
about specific lines in that story. Historians and theologians argue about it
to this day. We think of these things as metaphoric, since they mean nothing if
taken literally. But then, say, what do you make of the Embers?"


"I
think it's obviously Magic. I can do Magic. You've
seen it." Madiha said.


"I
have seen you do amazing things, Madiha, but you have to understand, Magic is
something very specific depending on who you ask. In Nocht, the Agharta
Organization believes Magic is the ability to craft objects with unnatural
properties. In Lubon, the Orrean Societies believe Magic is the ability to heal
the sick with a touch like the Messiah was purported to do. In Hanwa and Kitan,
Magic is seen as the ability to control the elements of nature. And here in
Ayvarta, Magic is the ability to transmute mercury into other
substances."


"I
think at least some of them would see some of what I do as Magic."


Parinita
shook her head. "Have you heard of ESP? It hasn't been verified at the
moment, but it's the scientific idea that our brains are capable of
affecting the world directly through a superhuman sixth sense. I'd say you have
the power of ESP. You have exhibited very obvious clairvoyance, clairaudience,
psychokinesis and pyrokinesis."


Madiha
smiled. "Are you just saying that so you don't have to say it's magic?"


"I'm
saying it because it fits best what I have seen. You're a psychic, not a
wizard."


Parinita
was taking the subject rather seriously, but Madiha had to contain laughter. It
felt completely ridiculous to call her a psychic or a wizard as if those were
categorically distinct things, and furthermore, as if they were realistic things.
Madiha did not believe any of those descriptions fit her, but she knew she had
powers outside nature and that lacking any reasonable explanation, they might
as well be called something like Magic.


However,
Parinita felt these were important distinctions, so she tried to believe them.


"I
expected you to be a bit more mystical, given those healing hands of
yours."


"That's
not really magic either. We have the concept of chakras and chi -- ask an Ayvartan
or Kitanese upaveda specialist. They consider it a science, not magic."


"You
consider it a science then?" Madiha asked.


"I
consider it not magical, because magic is nonexistent or dead." Parinita
said.


Perhaps it
was more productive now to move beyond this subject, Madiha thought.


"Explain
to me what this 'dark age' represents." Madiha said, crossing her
arms over her breast. "I know the stories about the World Flame. Some
clergy would say it's very dim now, and will continue to dim across the kali yuga or age of strife until it gets put out
completely. Others would say it is already out. So what is this ancient dark
age then?"


"If I
told you the year should actually be 1941 or 1942 would you believe me?"


"I
think in general the idea of a calendar is a tenuous abstraction." Madiha
replied.


Parinita
nodded. "Well, there is an entire era of our time that's just gone.
Between then and now, if you believe the stories, we lost the ability to do
magic, the last of the mythical beasts were wiped out, and civilization
crumbled enough that we basically started over from square one in several
arenas. But we counted the years through the catastrophe, so it was say, around
year 90 when we start having a clear record of nations recording events again.
All records before the dark age are in so many pieces
we have no clear picture of them. Even the language of the pre-dark age
cultures is in utter tatters to us."


"Ninety
years seems too short a period to be really called a dark 'age'." Madiha
said.


After all,
she had seen a few people live to ninety. How could everyone forget?


Parinita
raised an index finger responded in a very matter-of-fact tone of voice.


"Back
then the average lifespan was thirty. Average age of childbearing was
fourteen -- I know it sounds gross, but it was true. And who knows what
catastrophes ravaged the population at that time. Imagine a pandemic hit them?
Cut that lifespan in half."


"I see
your point. We could have gone through a lot of generations in 90 years. But
what was really lost then? If the story is a metaphor, what are the prevailing
interpretations?"


"A lot
of people think it represents scientific knowledge of past ages that we
lost. Perhaps some ancient empires fell due to outside stress or catastrophe,
and slightly overlapping periods of anarchy and retrograde social
structures followed, and that's our dark age. Or it could metaphorically mean
something simpler. Perhaps it refers to the destruction of the libraries in
ancient Solstice? And then, you know, in this context of loss and disaster,
what are the ancient things then too? Some people think they were an
advanced sister species, and our strain of human out-bred them.
Perhaps the decay of this species led to a demographic collapse, and our dark
age. Who really knows?"


Interesting
and bewildering as this conversation had become, Madiha thought they were
veering far from any usable information now. Clearly, Parinita had quite a
history with mysticism and religion, and that history entwined with
Madiha's own. She was starting to believe that, if this was all merely an
introduction to the real discussion, then she would likely never
find clear answers about whatever followed. They had to move on from this.


"Regardless: the
part about the Warlord agrees with my experiences." Madiha said.


"Yes,
that part of the story is relevant. You are the Warlord." Parinita
replied.


"I'm
positive about it myself, but I'm wondering what makes you so confident about
my status. Is it just that we live roughly in the 'global south' or is there
more to it for you?"


"There
are specific parts of Ayvartan history that refer to god-like individuals who
have united peoples, formed kingdoms, and launched massive conquests.
Interpreting those accounts leads me to believe that your powers appear to be
drawn from theirs."


Madiha
shivered at the phrase 'god-like being'. She detested being elevated to a hero,
and only begrudgingly accepted admiration as a commander. To be seen as
god-like would deeply disturb her. There should be no Gods among a community of
equals.


"In what
form did you find these records?" She asked.


"Folklore;
oral histories, songs, epic poetry, inscriptions. Some imperial records."


"Sounds
tenuous." Madiha said.


"That's
our history." Parinita replied, shrugging comically. She chuckled.
"The Socialist Dominances of Solstice has spoiled you with its atheism and
bureaucracy. Ayvarta's history is deeply steeped in the mystical. We're a long
line of unreliable narrators."


"I'll
choose to believe you."


"I'm
glad. I was worried I'd lose your trust with all this poppycock."


"What
kind of powers are attributed to the Warlord?" Madiha asked.


"It's
very vague. The Warlord is described as a being that appears in history to
fight a great and terrible battle, and then vanishes again. While alive,
the Warlord 'unites men,' and 'holds sway over the flames of war.' So, these
are commanding figures, war heroes."


"And
ultimately, one of those figures started the Ayvartan Empire." Madiha
said.


"Yes,
perhaps, but ultimately," Parinita started, miming Madiha, "you
ended it."


Madiha
sighed. "So then, what are you? Are you the Sage or something,
Parinita?"


Parinita
raised her hands defensively. "No, no! My family were upaveda
practitioners. Back in the late 1990s and early 2000s the new Emperor put a lot
of stock in faith healers and folk mysticism after the passing of his father.
He launched an inquest to gather as much mystical knowledge to his court as he
could. My mother and our clan was brought in from the countryside as exemplary
practitioners of these trades."


"So
you're a folk healer? When you touch my head, what do you do?"


"My
grandmother would say I'm manipulating your conduits, opening your head
chakra to allow a free flow of that fiery mental energy out of your body."
Parinita said.


"And
yet I've seen that you don't actually need to touch my head to do that."


"I
think I have ESP too." Parinita replied, staring seriously at Madiha.


"So
are we all just gonna have ESP someday?" Madiha asked.


"Perhaps
we are seeing the dawn of a new type of human." Parinita shrugged.


Madiha
rubbed her forehead and eyes. Parinita did not actually know, she supposed.


A cool
morning breeze blew in from the window. Madiha felt a chill on her half-naked
body and it dawned on her again where and how they were having this discussion.


"We
should not dwell too much on this while half-dressed in bed." Madiha said.


"I
love dwelling on your bed half-dressed." Parinita said coquettishly.


Madiha
pushed on. "So you say your family taught you these things?"


"My
grandmother, again. She taught my mother too. When the Emperor brought my
mother to court, he did so because he knew our village, and our family, had
some connection to a previous iteration of the Warlord. He became obsessed with
this notion, and his ego stroked our own. My grandmother took pride in this
lineage of ours. After his death she expected that due to the chaos of the
time, I would be the next in our family to meet the Warlord."


"Take
one step back: did Ayvarta II believe he was the Warlord?" Madiha asked.


Parinita
nodded her head. "He sure did. Up until he was killed by the Zaidis he was
convinced that he was the reincarnated Warlord who was destined to 'reunite'
Ayvarta. However, all of his attempts to ignite the powers he thought he had
failed, and many caused him injury. My mother became one of Ayvarta II's court
doctors, essentially."


"So
you lived in some opulence at the time?" Madiha asked.


"No.
Never." Parinita said. Her voice took on a bitter tone. "My mother
wanted free reign in the palace. It was too hard for a young, sprightly woman
to hobnob with the rich when she had a little brat with her, so she
sent me away to a tutor on the other side of the city."


"I'm
sorry." Madiha said. "I didn't mean to upset you."


"I'm
not upset with you. Let's agree to blame it all on that horrid Emperor."


"Emperor
Kanawe Ayvarta II." Madiha said, feeling a bitter taste in her own mouth.


Before the
battle of Bada Aso that name was an empty word rolling around inside her skull
without association, just another lost memory. Now she knew it all too well.


In her
mind, she recalled the image of that man, tall, an ashen, pallid brown, sickly
and yet muscular, strong, flowing with gold and silk, as if a statue clad
in both the glory of life and terror of death. He was like a god upon the
world, in who's hands the fate of millions of people
rested every day. She recalled how she, just a girl, stood before him as if an
equal, challenging him before his throne and surrounded by the living shadows
at his service.


She
recalled the terror of realization on his face as she killed him.


It was her
fire dart that took his life, and made his powerlessness definitive to
all.


One streak
of red through his chest, exposing the same flesh any human had.


That as the
end of the Ayvartan Empire.


She was the
Warlord; she ended what an older Warlord designed and started anew.


Zaidi guns
would gain the credit, but it had been her who did the murderous deed.


Her little
hands set the chaos of this age into motion.


"Ayvarta
II was definitively not the Warlord. I killed him." Madiha said.


She
vocalized it heavily, meaning to make a confession to her companion.


Parinita
was unfazed. "Obviously he was not, because two Warlords don't live
contemporaneously. He was born long before you, so he couldn't have been."


Throughout
the discussion, an idea had been swimming just under the surface of Madiha's
mind, and this line of dialogue caused it to surface suddenly. Madiha felt
overwhelmed with an existential fear, triggered by this idea. Two Warlords
don't live contemporaneously. So, Madiha, as the Warlord, was a unique entity.
But she also wasn't; not completely.


Because she
was still the Warlord. She inherited this
power. His power.


"Parinita."


Madiha
gazed into her lover's eyes. Her words felt heavy on her tongue, too heavy to
speak. For her to talk, to vocalize the agonizing thoughts that began to burn
in her skull, took a monumental effort. She felt tired after speaking. But she
had to know for sure.


"I
need you to be honest with me. Knowing all of this; do you not come to the
conclusion that perhaps there is no Madiha Nakar? That I am nothing but the
reincarnation of some ancient folkloric character? That I have no will and soul
but what I share with history?"


"Of
course not!" Parinita quickly replied.


She pushed
closer and laid her hands suddenly on Madiha's shoulders.


"You
are Madiha Nakar! You can't just be some ancient ghost. You're not nothing. You laugh and you cry;
you worry about others more than yourself, maybe even to a fault; you're afraid
of the opaque man! You're enthralled by military maneuvers. You're writing a
book! All of that is you and nobody else, Madiha! You're you, a complete
person."


Her
vehemence and the fire in her eyes seemed to burn away Madiha's fears.


Though
always haunted by self-doubt, at least Madiha could tell herself that she would
trust Parinita's judgment and believe in herself. She might be the Warlord, but
that was not the sum total of her self. There might not be much else to her --
but perhaps she had the potential to build more, now that her life was piecing itself
back together for her.


"Thank
you." Madiha said.


Parinita
pushed herself up and gave her a quick peck of a kiss, on the forehead.


"Everything
I said before this was conjecture. This is the only thing I know for sure. I
love Madiha Nakar; a person; her own person. I know this where I know nothing
else for fact."


Madiha
smiled. She never thought she could feel such monumental relief.


She raised
her hands and held them over Parinita's own.


"I
think I should lead the conversation now. What do you want to know?"
Madiha asked.


Parinita
smiled. "I don't know where to start; and yet, I don't feel desperate to
know."


"Do
you know the extent of my abilities?"


"I
know some things, but no specifics. I don't feel compelled to ask."


Madiha felt
blessed to hear that. She also felt rude about the amount of questions she
leveled on Parinita. But Parinita did not seem to be offended by the
interrogation. She had been earnest in wanting Madiha to know more about her.
Now Madiha wanted to reciprocate that earnestness, though Parinita seemed to
trust her enough not to want it.


There was
one item, however, that was too concerning not to share.


"I
should tell you." Madiha said. "There is something that frightens me
about them."


Parinita
nodded. "You can always confide your fears to me."


Madiha
breathed deep. "I can use my powers to confer to others the ability to
fight better. They gain my knowledge of weapons. Their shots are truer. But I
can only impart this power if I think of them as my tools.
I command them to act in my stead.
Do you remember when I was teaching you to shoot, outside Bada Aso? I commanded you to shoot the
fruit for me. That was the only way. And it frightens me to think about
that."


"I
know that the Warlord is supposed to be proficient with any weapon they
touch." Parinita replied. "I suppose the mental trigger is thinking
of other people as weapons."


"Back
in ancient times we did not have the concept of regimentation." Madiha
said.


"But
even back then, there are accounts of the Warlord affecting his armies, making
them stronger. It might be metaphorical; but who knows? I think as long as your
intentions are good then it does not matter in what way your powers work."


Madiha
nodded. Again, she felt a great relief that Parinita was accepting her so
readily.


She had
feared so much that all of these things marked her out as a monster.


That her
actions and decisions and her past could never be understood by anyone.


Perhaps
Parinita did not fully understand her; perhaps she did not fully understand
Parinita either. Despite this they had accepted one another. They were ready to
be gentle and loving whether the mystery could be solved or not. Across the
gulf between them their hands had reached out and created light where there was
once gloom.


Both were
pieces to a puzzle, and it was wedging together as best as it could.


"Is
there anything else at all you are curious about?" Madiha asked.


"Just
one thing."


Parinita looked
into Madiha's dark eyes with a gentle expression.


"What
do you plan to do now?" She asked.


Madiha smiled
back. "Win this war, and try to do right by you."


Parinita
leaned closer and kissed her, this time on her waiting lips.


"That
is all I need to hear." She said.


City of Rangda, 8th
Division Base – Regimental HQ


 


After the night of the festival there was a
general weariness around the base as soldiers returned to their duties. Scores
of young men and women were hung over from a night of drinking and
partying, others nauseous, having eaten too much fatty and sugary food. Quite a
few would not get out of bed, having slept nothing the night before and instead
celebrated every second of darkness. It took some doing for the officers to get
their troops out to the fields, but slowly the drills resumed in whatever
laggard way they could.


Meanwhile
the 1st Motor Rifles' Headquarters had one of its most lively afternoons.


"Maharani,
could you pass me those artillery tables? I know it isn't my job but I would
like to go over them before I have the batteries organized for today's shooting
drills."


"Yes,
of course, Colonel. I had them on hand for just such a situation."


"Thank
you. You're always so efficient, C.W.O. I couldn't command without you."


"It's
because of your inspiring leadership, Colonel, that we
can fight at all."


Logia
Minardo stared at her commanding officer and her aide-de-camp and adjutant as
they fluttered eyelashes, and stroked each other's hands and spoke in dulcet
tones to one another. Hovering about the main desk, looking over a
bundle of artillery papers thick with formulas and angle calculations
and impenetrable arithmetic, they appeared to be working, and indeed, it was
work someone had to do. But it was the way they carried on their
work that drew her attention. They had an aura to them that was warm, gentle,
rosy.


Both of
them looked like they had gone through a hot-pressing machine. Parinita's hair
was shiny and bouncy, her uniform perfectly put together, her skin practically
glowing. Meanwhile the Colonel, who was not known to take great care of
herself, was impeccably clean and neat. And was that a touch of powder on
her face, a bit of pigment on her cheeks? A bit of gloss on her lips? Who
applied all of that? It couldn't have been her.


Minardo's
gossip mind accelerated faster than a Garuda plane on final approach against a
bomber formation. She could come to only one conclusion. Everything had gone just as she planned. She
snickered to herself, crossed her arms, and swelled with pride.


Or maybe it
was the baby swelling-- no. Thank everything. It was definitely pride.


"You
two really lit up the festival last night!" Minardo said, giving them a
thumbs-up.


Upon seeing
her expression, both Parinita and Madiha stared her way in confusion.


"Is
she up to something again?" Madiha asked.


"I
don't know." Parinita said. "She looks like she is."


"No!"
Minardo replied in a mock exaggerated tone. "I'm not up to anything!"


She was
only half-joking.


She
realized she had gone a little far and caused some mischief for the Colonel
before, but that was just how she was.
Her curiosity had gotten the best of her. Ever since she heard of the hero of the border whom she would be serving, Minardo had
a hunger to learn more about her. She had served and suffered under heroes before, enough she
routinely prefixed their titles with so-called.
Though she had no choice but to serve in her capacity, Minardo had wanted to
test Madiha. She needed to see whether this hero was
noble or dangerous.


Madiha had
handily passed Minardo's tests. She seemed a very alright kind
of gal.


Not
Minardo's type at all, but she immediately realized who's type
Madiha was.


So, while
she openly tested Madiha, she also nudged something else along too.


Madiha
seemed to notice the mischievous way in which Minardo was carrying herself.


"Sergeant,"
Madiha said, "I can't work if I'm expecting you to be a nuisance
everyday."


"Then
stop expecting it! I'm not being a nuisance!" Minardo
dejectedly replied.


"Thanks
for the funds by the way." Parinita interjected, laying her hands on the
Colonel's shoulders as she spoke, as if to remind Madiha to be a bit softer on
Minardo. Ah, Maharani; that girl was almost angelic. Pretty and gentle, and
intelligent, and never a downer like the Colonel always was. Not Minardo's type
either, but still, wonderful.


"Oh,
it was an investment, dear, do not thank me." Minardo replied cheekily.


"An
investment in what, might I ask?" Madiha said.


Minardo put
a hand delicately over her mouth, and laughed her oh
ho ho! laugh.


Her mind
soaring with elation, she felt that the time had come.


Reveling in
her gossipy glorry, she revealed to them her master plan.


"It
was an investment in creating a sexy, mature power-couple to set the
festival ablaze! Pregnant and single as I am, I could not dominate the festival
as I have in years past. But you two exceeded my expectations! Why, I hear you
gave a saucy little display of affection for a crowd at a shooting gallery! You
two are really the talk of the town!"


Parinita's
face flushed red as a tomato, while Madiha's mouth hung, shoulders slack.


"People
are talking about us?" Parinita said, covering her mouth.


Madiha
looked horrified at the thought. "I'm-- I'm what?"
She said in tandem.


Minardo
continued to laugh delicately as her superiors grew ever more awkward.


"You
should consider it an honor that the goddess of matchmaking, Logia Minardo,
deems you a worthy project! I told you I never miss the mark in romance!"
She said.


Both
Parinita and Madiha were left amusingly speechless at this revelation.


Mercifully
for the two of them, the door to the headquarters swung open right then.


Corporal
Gulab Kajari and Sergeant Charvi Chadgura, rifles in hand, arrived with a young
man from the gendarmerie, marked as such by his yellow armband and
the blue beret he wore in place of a garrison cap or helmet. They were
agitated. Minardo saw their chests rising and falling with heavy breathing, and
their foreheads soaked in sweat. The Gendarme was stiff in posture and
spoke in short sentences as if trying to mask his shortness of breath. Had they
been running all the way here? And if so, from where? Gendarmes were never good
news.


"Colonel."
He said, pausing for a moment after. His sentences were terse. "Requesting
your presence. Ocean police station. Very important matters, require your
attention."


The Colonel
appraised them warily, forgetting her previous embarrassment.


"May I
ask what for? I am finalizing a training program for the batteries. Without my
presence we will be further set back in getting this unit ready to fight."
She said.


"Colonel,
there's a spy." Gulab said, her trembling voice barely audible in the room.


"What
did you say?" Madiha asked, standing from her desk.


The
Gendarme shot an aggravated look over his shoulder at Gulab.


"Nothing's
confirmed." He said. He drew in a breath. "We have to hurry.
Please."


With a
serious look, Madiha nodded to Parinita, who nodded silently back.


"Hold
down the fort, Maharani. Minardo, come with me. And please, be serious."


"I am
perfectly serious." Minardo replied. She felt her own voice tremble.


"Be
careful, Colonel." Parinita said. Madiha waved her a gentle goodbye.


Sergeant
Chadgura remained in the barracks, rifle up, bayonet in place, guarding the
headquarters as someone who had proved she could be trusted. Corporal Kajari
and the Gendarme led Minardo and Madiha to small parking lot on the other side
of the base, where they took a car. The Gendarme drove them through the base
gate, around a corner and through Ocean Road to the police station, a building
lost amid the many similar constructions with small windows, inexpensive
masonry and stuccoed walls.


Across the
main road, the storefronts and clubs were busy taking down their decorations
and attractions. Bystanders barely paid them attention; most who stopped to
look turned their eyes to the police station, where a dozen armed officers
stood outside for security.


In their
blaring red shirts and pants, the volunteer civil police had unsteady grips on
their bundu combat rifles. Being
called to action was rare, and combat utterly unknown to them. In all her years
living in Rangda, Minardo had never seen a civil policeman or woman with a
rifle. On patrol, they had metal clubs. A select few neighborhood officers had
a revolver and carried no more than twelve bullets on their person at any
given time.


It was
thought unconscionable to assign rifles to policefolk in a civilized Ayvartan
city.


Abandoning
the car just off the street adjacent the station, Madiha and Minardo jumped
over the side of the car, and hurried through the phalanx of police officers
and into the station. Kajari and the Gendarme quickly followed. At the front
desk, a young woman waved the Colonel over, and hit a button on the wall. There
was a buzz, and a locked door on the other side of the lobby opened into a
gloomy stairwell to the basement level.


"Dangerous
persons are confined down there." She said.


"Are there
interrogation resources?" Madiha asked.


"There
is a special room." replied the receptionist.


"You
stay here. We'll handle the rest." Minardo told the Gendarme.


He saluted,
and remained with Kajari in the lobby, guarding the hidden door.


Minardo
followed Madiha down the steps into the gloom.


She
wondered what the character of this spy would
be -- and how the Colonel would handle it. Now it was not her testing Madiha.
It was the circumstances themselves.


How would
the Right Hand of Death handle
this?


For better
or worse, Minardo had to see.










One story
below the ground floor, the Ocean Police Station possessed underground
facilities for authorized personnel only. Ayvartan jails were generally very
low capacity. Upstairs, there were likely only a few cells -- there was never
enough criminal activity to warrant any more, and what activity there was would
often receive the swift punishment of hard labor. Jails were quickly
emptied, and prisoners were always bound somewhere else, either to a local
rehabilitation program or to some northeastern mine or farm.


After the
nightmare of Akjer, however, the interrogation chamber became a silent
companion to the jail in large cities home to important industries. Madiha
recalled how, years ago, she had to deal with prisoners in private homes or in
the chief's office in the local station or in other unsuitable places. Wherever
she traveled, there was no soundproof isolation room, no one-way glass, no recording equipment, nothing to handle political
interrogation. No civilian was ever interrogated thoroughly before then; civil
interrogation had not become a needed science with discrete resources until the
Akjer treason.


Rangda's
police station was well equipped, as expected of a modern precinct in this dark age. At the bottom of the stairs, Madiha and Minardo
passed through a security door with a slot through which they could identify
themselves. A button and a buzzer allowed them into lobby with a metal door on
one side and the bulletproof security room on the other. A long hall connected
to the lobby, with four doors leading to two large rooms. Madiha and Minardo
were led by a civil officer to the last pair of doors, and through the right
one.


Beyond was
a room with a glass window, through which another room could be seen.


Madiha
could see the captive, and through a speaker system could talk to them if she
desired, but the captive could not see through the glass on their side.
There was recording equipment, weapons and medical equipment stored in the
interrogator's quarters, in case any of it became necessary. Meanwhile the
interrogation room itself was stark white, furnished with a few chairs and a
single table just off-center. It was soundproof, and isolating. Only a plastic
cup of water was given to the captive inside.


Having
learned painful lessons from the Akjer treasons, the interrogator's quarters
contained a small support team and several amenities. There was a civil officer
who monitored the interrogation room at all times, but there was also a nurse
on standby in case the prisoner hurt themselves to escape their predicament.
Each room had a telephone to call the station above in case any further
assistance was needed, as well as a radio.


It was an
interesting tool, the radio. They could use it to keep the interrogators
entertained through long, dull periods of waiting for the prisoner to cooperate
or crack; or they could pipe music and programs into the interrogation room and
unnerve the prisoner.


"How
was he found and how long has been in here?" Madiha asked.


"We
found him this morning," said the police officer, "he was trying to
climb the sea wall onto the port. Last night the coast guard had to deal
with an unknown ship that went screaming past the harbor and smashed on the
rocks. Knowing that, we think these guys tried to divert our attention so they
could sneak into Rangda. A civil patrol caught them this morning and we've been
holding them for the past few hours like this."


From behind
her, Minardo approached the glass and examined the prisoner.


"How
many have you got?" Minardo asked. Madiha was about to ask the same.


"We
got two, both of them appear to be Nochtish." said the nurse, stepping in
at the behest of the police officer. "One looks to be nothing but a boy,
real soft-faced, early twenties at most. I don't know why he would be involved
in this. This guy here feels like the mastermind -- probably in his
mid-twenties, with a rough semblance. Both of them are a little famished and
weary. I think they were crammed into that boat for quite a while,
Colonel."


"Were
they carrying anything into the country?" Madiha asked.


"See,
that's the tricky part." said the police officer.


He led them
back out of the interrogator's quarters and around the corner again.


In a
bomb-proof storage room with a metal door, they kept the prisoner's belongings.


Opening a
slot in the door, the police officer urged Madiha to lean in.


Looking
through, she saw a sealed, waterproof case, likely metal.


On its
front was a built-in combination lock.


It was a
spy suitcase. She had dealt with these before.


"We
don't know if it's a bomb or anything like that." said the officer.


"Don't
touch it yet. Have any prisoners said anything?" Madiha asked.


"Nothing
helpful. Younger guy just sits there crying like a baby. Meanwhile the other
guy was talkative at first, but when we got a Nochtish translator in here, all
he wanted was to talk to someone with authority from the 'communist army'. Now
he's being quiet."


"He
will get his wish. Minardo, stay behind the glass. I'll talk to him."


"Can
you understand Nochtish?" Minardo asked.


"I
think I know enough for this."


Minardo
nodded her head and return to the interrogator's quarters with the officer.


Madiha took
the other door and entered the interrogation room itself.


Inside the
air was still and smelled stale. It felt quite oppressive, as it was meant to.


She
examined the prisoner as she walked to the table. Madiha thought he looked
fairly clean for someone who had been on a boat for who knew how long. He was
not especially tall, compared to her, but he was decently built. He had strong
cheekbones and rounded jaw, messy dark hair slicked back, maybe waxed. Stubble
was growing along his cheeks and mouth, and he had sharp eyes and a strong
nose. Were she inclined, she might have said he was handsome. Certainly some
women probably did. Maybe he believed it too.


Officers
had taken his trenchcoat, so he was dressed in a button-down white shirt and
black trousers. His belt was gone. His tie had been removed too, in case he
might attempt something with it. Madiha had seen it in the other room, along
with his shoes and socks and other effects. It was a red bow tie, in a style a
little too cute for this man.


She sat
across from him on the table. He had on a defiant expression. He turned his
head to face the wall, holding it up on a fist, and stared at her from the
corners of his eyes.


At first,
his off-hand remark was said in a language Madiha did not understand.


Then in the
next instant, as if a switch had gone off in her brain, Madiha started to hear
clear Ayvartan words superimposed over the sound of the man's foreign speech.
Her mind was translating all of the Nochtish into Ayvartan, and she was sure
that if she spoke, her Ayvartan would sound Nochtish to the man as well. It was
a useful power to possess.


"You've
got a fancier uniform. That mean you got a fancier brain too?" He said.


"Funny."
Madiha said in a calm, but unfriendly tone of voice. "I am army colonel
Nakar. Your first step to ever leaving this room again is to tell me your own
name, nochtman."


For a
moment the man looked surprised to hear her. She couldn't know exactly what he
heard, whether it was perfect Nochtish, or accented, or what. But he understood
her.


"I'm
not fuckin' Nochtish." He replied. "I'm Lachy; Nocht's fuckin'
dead to me."


"You
seem to think you know what I want to hear. Just tell me your name."


He pulled
his gaze from the wall and made eye contact, sitting up straight.


"My
name is Bercik Scheldt. I'm a journalist. A real globe-trottin' one,
lately."


"Mr.
Scheldt, how does a Federation journalist end up nearly perishing in the
wreck of a Higwean fishing boat off the coast of northern Ayvarta in this time
of war?" She asked.


"It's
a long story you don't actually care about. Listen: I've got information for
you."


"What
kind of information? And why do you wish to contribute it to us?"


"You
might not believe it, but not everyone in Nocht is happy about this war. I
think it's an injustice what that bastard Lehner is doing to your country. I
want this shit to stop."


"An
injustice is putting it mildly." Madiha said. Despite his intriguing
propositions, she could not allow him to believe that he was winning her
over yet. She had to appear skeptical and neutral, and maybe even a little
antagonistic. Yielding too early might allow him to hold back information. He
had to feel at least a little desperate. That was her personal style, anyway.
Every interrogator had their own ways of treating a prisoner.


"I
know; look, I know, that this sounds like a
load of shit. I'm not here seeking asylum. I've got papers, loads of papers.
They're in my suitcase. You can have the fuckin' code. It's 778899. It's dumb
and easy because I want you to open the thing. Go open it."


"I will
bring it here and you can open it yourself." She said tonelessly in reply.


Bercik did
not seem like a man who was willing to die; he was emotional and agitated and
obviously losing his patience. Had there been a bomb, or poison gas, or
something of the sort in his suitcase, his expression would have likely
betrayed his dismay at the thought of it being opened in front of him. Instead,
his face changed little since she spoke.


He crossed
his arms and said nothing as if waiting for her to do so.


Nodding her
head to him, Madiha stepped out of the room. As she left the room Minardo was
already coming up the hallway with the suitcase in hand, waving with her other
hand and nearly skipping her way toward the door. She thrust the case into
Madiha's hands with a smile on her face, and with a wink, she returned to the
interrogator's room.


Shaking her
head at her subordinate's conduct, Madiha returned to Bercik.


"That
was quick." He said. "Guess you ain't so afraid of it after
all."


Madiha did
not reply. She set the suitcase down in front of him.


Without
hesitation, Bercik spun the dials in front of the case.


He popped
it open without incident. From the case he withdrew a thick file folder, its
contents bound inside it with a series of rubber bands. When he pulled it free
of the case, Madiha saw the photographs sticking out of its sides and top, and
the various markings and stamps and official signatures decorating the folder's
front and back. She had never seen so many eagles and crosses and other strange
ink markings in her life.


"This
is Generalplan Suden. An internal
planning document for Nochtish military command and for trusted politicians at
the highest levels of the Lehner administration. It details everything Nocht
knows about you, and everything they plan to do to you."


Bercik
stamped the files on the table and pushed them toward Madiha.


She picked
up the folder, pulled off the rubber bands, and flipped through.


As she
read, she felt a sinking sensation in her chest and a stone in her throat.


There were
photographs of Ayvartan places, thousands of them, from Bada Aso and Knyskna
all the way to Shebelle, Rangda, Kepr, Kharabhad, Chayatham, Jambia, and Solstice. Aerial photographs,
on-the-ground photographs, maps, drawings. There were specifications for the
Goblin tank and the Rompo truck and the 45mm anti-tank gun and the old Anka
biplane. Lists of territorial army battlegroup
formations down to the company organization.


There were
errors: the 10-Division structure of the Adjar and Shaila Battlegroups were
superimposed on Ayvarta as a whole, instead of being seen as their own
dysfunctional regional styles. Several rivers on the map were plotted to go
places they did not. All of the data on the Kucha and Red Desert tribes and
other unincorporated communities was a century old and poorly translated into
Nochtish. Several city maps were as old as 2022, and Madiha supposed they had
been leaked in the Akjer treason, not later.


It was not
the information on Ayvarta that surprised her the most. It was the treasure trove
of details on Nocht and their own movements. She saw stage by stage plans
within Generalplan Suden. Operation Monsoon, that fateful battle at the border
that she had somehow survived. Operation Endurance, the movement from Adjar and
Shaila to Tambwe and Dbagbo. Various naval operations as of yet not undertaken.
An air campaign to subjugate various cities, perhaps like the one she had
managed to repel.


And
finally, Unternehmen Solstice, a plan to
behead the Socialist Dominances of Solstice by striking with all of the
Nochtish forces in the theater at the capital of Ayvarta, at the heart of
communism in the southern hemisphere. There was no thought of starving Solstice
out, no grand operatic siege plotted against it like the elves had once attempted
in the 1900s. Nocht intended to break the walls and kill everything inside.


As she
flipped through the pages Madiha struggled to maintain her outward calm.


Her hands
wanted to shake from the information held between her fingers.


Was all of
this true? If it this was true she had an informational coup in her hands.


Generalplan
Suden, in her hands, changed everything. It made plain that the threat of spies
and traitors in Ayvarta was extremely, painfully real, and that information up
to around 2029 appeared to be available to Nocht. The Hobgoblin, the Ogre, the
Garuda, and other newer weapons were thankfully not present in these reports.
But all of their infantry weapons were -- those were far slower to be revamped
than their vehicles.


Furthermore,
holding Generalplan Suden made clear Nochtish intentions in the war.
Madiha could plan for everything Nocht would bring from 2030 to 2031,
where they arrogantly expected the war to end. At worst, they could invalidate
Nocht's careful preparations and force them to improvise to throw them off. At
best, they could use Nocht's plans to set traps, and defeat Nocht's operations
decisively. It all hinged on whether Generalplan Suden was true, and if so,
under what conditions it was leaked.


"How
did you obtain this information?" Madiha asked Bercik.


"I had
an informant within the Nochtish political sphere." He said.


"Are
you confident of its authenticity? How do you know it is valid?" She
asked.


"Because
that guy is dead and the Schwartzkopf tried to kill me too. Because I can never
go back to my home country for fear of being tortured and executed." He
said.


That was
unfortunately not good enough for Madiha. She felt a sudden and strong sense of
frustration. She needed all of this to be
true. She needed to be able to
believe in Bercik Scheldt and his flight from Nocht and that these papers were
real and important to Nocht. It was no good that Nocht knew about the leak.
Their plans might have already changed. But if at least some of this could be
relevant and verifiable, she might just be able to--


Flipping
through a list of Nochtish units idly, she found a name that struck her.


A name she
recognized amid the mess of inscrutable information in the files.


Brigadier
General Gaul Von Drachen of the Cissean Azul
Corps.


She
remembered that battle under the raining, thundering skies of Bada Aso.


That man
was real. He was a verifiable piece of information on Nocht's forces.


Ferdinand,
Meist, Anschel, Dreschner, Sturm; could these names be real too?


"What
do you expect to happen now, Mr. Scheldt?" She asked.


Bercik's
face darkened, but his gaze on Madiha was as strong as ever.


"Listen,
I'm ok with living in a cell, I don't care anymore. I know what I'm doing and
I'm satisfied with it. But that guy in the other cell, his name is Kirsten
Susala, and I dragged him into all of this, and he doesn't know a goddamn thing
and doesn't deserve to be locked up. Please, if you're gonna do anything, do it
to me and let him go." He said.


Madiha
nodded her head. Something like that was what she wanted to hear.


She thought
he seemed genuine. He really did care about his companion. And she thought that
he really did escape from Nocht and he really did believe that these documents
were worth delivering to Ayvarta. He at least believed everything he was doing
served his purpose; and he believed his purpose was moral and necessary.


So though
Madiha could not completely verify the authenticity of these documents, she
knew Bercik was not a spy or a liar. He was a civilian journalist taking a
moral stance.


"I am
leaving, but only temporarily, Mr. Scheldt. Please behave." She said.


Bercik
nodded, and he stared at the walls again. Madiha left the room.


Outside the
room, Minardo was again waiting for her. Without a word, Madiha handed her the
Generalplan Suden documents and she began to look through them. Her eyes went
wide and her jaw hung as she read the documents and perused the photographs and
examined the various maps. Madiha could see the fear in her expression as she
realized the extent of their vulnerability. It was an earth-shattering
document, the kind of thing that trapped history within the ink on its pages.
This was a turning point, if true.


"Spirits
defend us all." She whispered under her breath.


"Do
you think it is real?" Madiha asked.


"It
must be." Minardo said. She closed the document and held it tight in her
hands while explaining. "Nobody would go through this much trouble to
disseminate a false document of this scale. I've put together profiles like
this before, though only of regions, rather than nations. An incredible amount
of work went into this. All of this effort, and nearly killing this man for the possibility of delivering
it to us; what would be the advantage to them? And why include the information
on us if it is all a ruse? Now
we know they have information on the Goblin
and Anka and other weapons of ours that is accurate. So we will change
those vehicles or phase them out. This cannot be a deception leak; it gives
away too much."


Madiha
nodded. She was pleased with Minardo's assessment and thankful she could count
on her to have a good head on her shoulders -- whenever she wasn't playing the
office jester. Finally she was making the professional facet of herself
known again.


"We
need to get these documents to Solstice as quickly as we can." Madiha
said. "And we need to do it through our channels. I don't trust the Civil
Council in Rangda to be anything but a nuisance. I'm going to leave
you here and keep them from meddling."


"That's
a tall order." Minardo replied.


"I
entrust it to you. Just contact me if anything happens."


"Will
do, Colonel."


Minardo
saluted with a big, bright smile.


For once,
her cheerful demeanor was a relief rather than an annoyance.


Madiha left
her side and entered the interrogator's quarters once more.


Addressing
the nurse and officer, she said seriously, "Keep this man and his partner
here but do not treat them poorly. They are to be kept safe and provided
for. Do not allow anyone access to them save for myself, the translator, and
Staff Sergeant Minardo."


Both the officer
and nurse nodded their heads quietly, their faces turning pale.


"Whatever
happens, he is under KVW jurisdiction. Understood?" Madiha said.


Again they
nodded. Neither of them had the black uniform she did, so there was no thought
of dissent. Where it came to matters of secrecy and intelligence, people like
Madiha reigned supreme and people like the civil police followed quietly along.


Leaving
Minardo behind, and with the Generalplan Suden documents returned to their spy
suitcase for safety, Madiha traveled back up the stairs and requested the
Gendarme return her to the base. Nobody asked what was in the suitcase. Nobody
dared to.


"Was
he a spy?" Gulab asked, as they climbed into the back of the car.


"That
is classified, Corporal." Madiha said.


There was a
great tension in the air. Everyone knew something very serious had occurred,
and that there would be a sea change in Rangda's military situation and in its
politics soon to come. Bercik's arrival in Ayvarta, and his treatment by the
powers at be, seemed like an omen of upheavals to come. A storm was brewing
around Rangda.


In her
hands, Madiha thought she might just be holding a turning point in the war.





 




 


 






















45. MAJINI


 


30th of the Lilac's
Bloom, 2007 D.C.E


 


Ayvartan Empire, Adjar Dominance -- City of
Bada Aso


 


"Leave
me alone! Leave me alone!"


Desperate
panting and crying broke the silence of the midnight streets.


Hurtling
through empty alleys and desolate roads, a small girl fled from phantoms.


All of her
instincts screamed for her to run and hide.


Her every
step was dogged by a creeping, malevolent cold and shadow.


In hurting,
she had experience far beyond her years. She had a keen sense of danger.


She sought
glimpses of the enemy over her shoulder, above her head, and in every clay
brick wall surrounding her in the tight streets of Bada Aso's old quarter. She
could see nothing. There was almost no light. With the moon clouded over, the
only illumination came from beams between cracks in old doors and dim
candlelight from bedroom windows.


Despite what
her eyes told her, she felt the creature's evil presence everywhere.


Like eyes
watching her, the burden of a gaze, the bearing of a hateful judgment.


Closer and
closer it came and she felt the weight shaking her legs and bowing her back.


Through the
nondescript streets Madiha Nakar dashed, her location and bearing unknown,
clutching her satchel against her chest. Though she felt chills across her skin
she knew the night to be warm and moist and without breeze. Her white beret
would have flown from her head otherwise. It was the creature that made it
cold. A lanky figure, all arms, covered in a tattered cloak, its face covered
by an eerie mask. It wasn't human -- it wasn't anything.


Taking a
blind corner she found a trash bin in an alley leading to the old plaza.
Mustering all of her strength, she seized it by one of its handles and
pushed it, spilling the contents behind her in a crashing of bottles, a
rustling of old paper. She resumed her flight; moments later she heard,
briefly, the crunching of glass and the stirring of paper once more.


It was
still there.


A spectre
made half-substantial, or perhaps, flesh trapped between worlds.


Majini.


Madiha
charged out of the alley and ran toward the center of the old plaza. A wide,
empty green field housing the skeletal remains of a stone temple, it was said
the plaza had been the site of the first brick laid on the first building made
by the ancient Adjar culture. Now it was utterly forgotten -- there was not
even a plaque to commemorate the deteriorating rock. Madiha rushed behind a
crude waist-high rock wall and crouched.


She was
surrounded by ranks of rocky pillars in varying states of decay.


More
importantly, there was an old torch affixed to one of the stones.


Holding her
breath and fighting back her tears, she laid down her satchel.


From it she
withdrew the revolver Daksha had given her.


Five rounds; she hadn't looked in some time, but she
just knew.


A cold and
airless breeze blew her way, stirring nothing but the fire inside her.


She felt the
ghastly presence draw nearer, clutching at her heart.


Scratching
on the grass; sifting dust as the creature stepped over the old rock.


Shuffling
of fabric as beast shifted its hideous, emaciated form under its cloak.


Sucking
noise as the monster sniffed into what long-decayed organ passed for
its nostrils.


Closer, and
closer, she felt the creature's weight in the surroundings.


Her
shivering worsened, the cold was stifling, she wanted
to scream.


Madiha
leaped to her feet and swiped her hand at the torch.


In an
instant the fire inside her lit the dead fire in the wax and rags.


Amid the
old temple the shadows retreated, leaving only one in their midst.


Stunned by
the torch, the Majini retched, raising its arms and drawing back, its upper
body bending away from the flame directly overhead while its lower body
remained abominably rooted into place. Ashes from the sudden fire fell on the
creature's cloak and burned through it leaving tiny red rings that
bled finger-width columns of black gas.


Unleashing
a primal, soundless roar, the creature righted its
ragged sock-like body and hurled itself toward Madiha, arms thrashing
around it as if attached to a spinning wheel.


She felt
the scream not by any perceivable noise but by a shuddering in her chest.


Reeling,
Madiha retaliated with a shot that grazed the Majini's barely extant shoulder.


She missed; she never missed.


Leaping
over the wall it swiped, one of its arms grabbing her by the neck and scooping
her off the floor with primal strength. Madiha thought her head would pop off
her body, and she felt an intense pain; almost reflexively, within the next
instant, she used what she knew of her abilities to push herself
and remain balanced in the creature's grip, preventing her body from swinging
opposite her neck. Another hand then quickly seized her waist and belly.


Like the
unhinging jaws of a snake, the creature's black, emaciated hands extended and
expanded and looped around her as if custom-fit to throttle her neck and body
specifically.


From under
the cloak one final arm extended behind the monster's back.


It seized
her satchel, and withdrew a letter.


Its neck
snapped, and its face descended to her own.


In the
middle of its mask was a smaller, fist-sized depiction of a silver face.


She saw the
eyes on this tiny face moving. The larger eyes on the mask did not.


She saw its
nostrils flare and felt a force pulling on her.


Her arms
hung limp, still holding the gun. Did it understand the danger of it?


Did it just
not fear?


It surveyed
her, stretching its neck to look her up and down.


She felt
colder than ever, a chill penetrating through her skin wherever it touched.


Her mind
was growing hazy and numb.


Bending its
limbs and head in unnatural ways, the Majini raised the letter over its
shoulder.


Guttural
noises issued from its neck as if it was trying to read the name.


Madiha
remembered the address and directions.


She heard
Daksha's voice in her head. Deliver
this to Lena. It is vital for us.


Would she
ever make good on that promise?


She was
just a child? What could she do?


As the
Majini tightened its grip, she felt as if her soul was leaking from her
mouth.


Cold and
alone in this abandoned place; would she die here?


It simply
could not be.


More than
anything she didn't want to fail; she wasn't just some stupid kid.


She wanted to be a Zaidi. She wanted to be a socialist. She wanted them to win.


She felt
the fire spark inside her.


Madiha
unleashed her own soundless, primal cry.


Thinking
fast she exerted her mind's secrets and pushed on the Majini's hands and both of them
tore to pieces that flew in every direction, as if blown from within by a
grenade. The Majini's twisted form instantly righted itself and lifted its arms
and its head to the heavens, screeching, now with sound, recognizing the agony
that had been inflicted upon it.


Madiha
landed clumsily on the floor and drew on the fire rather
than the pushing.


Red lines
flashed briefly from under her clothes, and sparks flew out of her
fingertips.


From the
palm of her hand a long red dart flew into the center of the Majini's cloak.


Soon as it
touched the monster its entire thrashing body caught fire.


From its
remaining limb, Madiha snatched the letter, grabbed her satchel, and took off.


Behind her
the burning creature wailed and screamed with mortal agony.


Madiha
vanished into the night, running for her life without ever looking back.


She
vanished into the concealing gloom of the underworld, but she knew deep inside
her quivering little heart that her war with these living shadows was only
beginning.


Throughout
her quest to free the Ayvartans from tyranny, they would dog her every step.


 


49th of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


 


Tambwe
Dominance, City of Rangda -- 8th Division Barracks


 


There was a
sense across the Rangdan base that the trainees had crossed an invisible
threshold, and that the levity of the night before was behind them for good.
Everyone picked themselves up, told their last stories, struggled out onto the
field, and found the place transformed overnight. The 1st Motor Rifles
caught a glimpse of the trials that were to come as they experienced their
first "real" day of training, one of many promised to come.


Though they
had yet to rectify their supply troubles, the Regiment's officers and staff had
become masters of improvisation over the preceding week. After days of
accumulating sandbags, scavenging the junkyard for metal and wood, and
meticulously planning, Inspector Kimani finally came up with a course that
could really teach some lessons.


In the
middle of the field a series of alternating sandbag walls, shoulder-high,
was erected for the infantry to run. Men and women ran up to the sandbags and
took positions. Using training rifles, designated shooters fired practice
cartridges at dummy aggressors to cover the movement of runners, who would move
to the next piece of cover. Then the roles would switch until the squadron was
safe. This, they were told, was called "bounding overwatch" and
formed the backbone of infantry tactical movement in a firefight. For
simplicity's sake, it was also referred to by a common name any child would
know -- the "buddy system."


Hundreds of
troops went through the bounding exercise course, expending thousands of rounds
of practice ammunition against dummies and walls while Inspector General Kimani
and other staff members shouted words of admonishment and encouragement.
Counting every pair of feet involved in the exercise, thousands upon thousands
of meters were ran that day. Platoons that completed the exercise stood on the
sidelines, watching the next platoon take the course while drinking water and
sweating it back out.


Fundamental
movement was a theme across the remaining infantry courses on the field.


Some
distance away from the sandbag course, a dilapidated old barracks house was
reinforced with junkyard materials and turned into a makeshift stronghold, with
a tin roof and crate-frame windows. "Automatic" water guns have been
set on the windows and other appropriate apertures, and these fired bloody-red
fluid at high pressure, roughly simulating a suppression weapon. Though the
Inspector General promised that it would be blown up spectacularly in a future
exercise, for now the infantry platoons trained in approaching or bypassing the
house, rather than destroying or capturing the position. They shed their
jackets and battle dress, running around in their white under-shirts. It was
vital that they knew the danger a defensive position of any kind posed to them.


Those who
came to the stronghold after learning to bound first, did much better, but a
significant amount of the Regiment's 1st Battalion went away with bloody red
stains on their shirts. In a real combat situation such stains would have been
terribly alarming, if not an omen of a coming death. Nobody got too close to
the house, but it was judged a good first lesson, and there was certainly room
to grow. Various approaches were discussed, such as the use of smoke, heavy
support, and subversion, such as tunneling.


For the
troops inside the house, the lesson was a little bit more fun than all of that.
As the ones holding the line, all they had to do was keep an eye out, and pull
a trigger.


Once more
they showed everyone the defensive prowess of the Ayvartan shuuja.


Though
everyone in the Regiment was compelled to attend the basic infantry
exercises, not everyone was destined to storm houses and run from cover
with a rifle in hand. For the signals company, Chief Warrant Officer Maharani
had personally carried out the Regiment's only functional radio on a hand-cart,
and instructed them in its basic operation. For the engineers, a Goblin tank
husk from the junkyard was brought out, and they were acquainted with its basic
parts, as well as the fact that it shared an engine with common trucks like the
Rompo. Medical personnel got perhaps the most complete training. There was
no shortage of their supplies, and plenty of mildly wounded, hung-over
comrades to practice on.


For the
artillery crews, a far-off corner of the field was reserved for a single 76mm
gun.


"Comrades,
welcome!"


Corporal
Rahani stood in front of the gun and waved his hand airily at a few dozen
future artillery men and women. His pleasant smile and soft voice served as a
sharp contrast to Inspector General Kimani and Lt. Purana's constant scowling
and yelling throughout the day. Behind him, the ubiquitous 76mm gun faced
skyward, but its appearance had slightly changed since the battle of Bada Aso.
This model had a curious muzzle brake on the front of its barrel, and the
recuperator, buffer and cradle seemed a little lighter.


"Our
old friend has received a few upgrades from Solstice; I see you're beginning to
notice! It's lighter and easier to tow and turn, and the muzzle brake helps the
gun endure its own recoil better. This is an early production model, new from a
factory in Chayat."


Adesh Gurunath,
and his bosom companions Nnenia and Eshe, stood in attendance as the
Corporal went over the gun, and they watched in rapt attention as he
covered the various pieces of the gun and their functions. Some of them
they already knew, others were given names where once they were merely rods and
wheels without identification.


Adesh also
noticed the gun had a lily taped to the recuperator that matched a similar
flower in Corporal Rahani's ear. The Corporal looked to be in very good
spirits. He was gentle and energetic and well spoken, a natural teacher to the
young artillery crews.


"Properly
employed, my dears, the 76mm Model 2030 you're looking at can sustain a rate of
fire of over 20 rounds per minute, at a maximum range of 13.25 kilometers.
This range handily defeats that of the close Nochtish equivalent Infanterie-Geschutz 28 gun. It can be fired from the neutral
position against targets in one's line of sight, and in such a role it can
defeat over 60 millimeters of armor at 1000 meters, or 90 at 100 meters."


Rahani
rattled off the facts on the gun as if he had a sheet in front of his face.


Adesh
shivered, recalling his own use of the gun, primarily against line of sight
targets from defensive positions in Bada Aso. He hardly had the time to discern
the kind of damage his shots must have done to the enemy. Allowing an enemy
within a hundred meters of the gun sounded like suicide to him, armor
penetration be damned. He was nearly killed so many times by enemies almost
five-hundred meters away. He still felt the powder on his skin, and the aching
of his fingers, and the taste of smoke coming into his mouth through his nose.
They had fired that 76mm gun so rapidly and in such desperation.


Though
Adesh thought they would spend the day with the gun in the same way that the
infantry spent the day at the range, putting dozens of rounds through their
rifles as they sought to master their aim, he soon found the reality of the
situation was quite different.


"We
have been cleared to fire exactly three rounds of training ammunition, into a
desolate beach exactly thirteen kilometers away. So everyone please huddle
around near the gun; I will explain how to sight it, how to read coordinates,
and how to fire."


Corporal
Rahani smiled brightly and stepped aside, ushering his students close to the
gun.


A dozen
people formed a half-ring around the back of the gun, crouching and standing on
tiptoes and looking around and under each other's shoulders. The Corporal
explained the different types of ammunition. Adesh already knew. High-Explosive
rounds had the flatter, rounder heads, and they mainly served to shred people
with fragments; Armor-Piercing-High Explosive rounds were the preferred
Ayvartan weapon against tanks, and would penetrate armor before detonating
inside the tank with often catastrophic effects.


However,
none of their rounds were those familiar types, even though Rahani explained
them first. Rather, they were orange shells with strange, circle-tipped conical
front end.


"These
are actually incendiary, and are mostly meant to start smokescreens. Hopefully
you'll be able to see our handiwork rising in the west a few minutes after we
fire!"


Nonchalantly,
and while still facing everyone he gathered, Rahani unlocked the breech and
slammed the shell into place with the back of his hand. Still smiling directly
at his students as if without a care in the world, the Corporal tugged blindly
on a firing chain. A terrible and startling noise issued from the gun,
accompanied by a comical bang!
from Corporal Rahani as the shell hurtled away. Smoke
blew from the muzzle brake, the gun barrel slid on its carriage and was pushed
back into position by the recuperator and buffers, and the breech opened,
releasing the hot, spent casing back out onto a catcher where it could
cool safely.


Everyone
turned their eyes from the sky down to the smoking case.


It was a
familiar scene for Adesh, but it still held some power nonetheless.


In the
distance, a long, thin trail of smoke soon rose skyward.


"Ah,
looks like we were a little bit off the mark, but within the acceptable
margin."


For the
second round, Rahani divided the crowd into crews, and had one crew shoot.


It turned
out be his own crew from Bada Aso.


Adesh,
Nnenia and Eshe stepped forward from among the rest, smiled and waved nervously
as the eyes fell on them, and went through the motions of loading the gun and
shooting it again. They did not have to sight it, since Rahani had already done
that bit of arithmetic. In that sense, it was exactly the same as when they
fired the gun in Bada Aso.


Corporal
Rahani clapped his hands at them. Nobody else joined him.


Though he
stood before a tough crowd, his spirit was as strong as ever.


"You
might think it's a little dull to sit far behind the lines manning a gun."
He said. "But there is no role in the army that saves more comrades' lives
than that of the artillery."


There were
whispers of skepticism among the crowd. Adesh thought it must have been an
exaggeration. Certainly the most lifesaving military profession had to be that
of the medic.


"Artillery
has a long history in armies, and is crucial to infantry attacks." Rahani
said, looking proudly at the gun and puffing out his chest. He put his fist to
his breast with a smile. "Here at the artillery arm, we fight hand in
hand with the infantry even though we are several kilometers away from them. We
rely on them to see the enemy and to hold them in place while we aim and
unleash our attacks. Our firepower is the infantry's firepower -- never forget
that! Artillery without advancing infantry is vulnerable and useless. At the
same time, in modern warfare infantry advancing without artillery support are
sitting ducks."


Everyone in
attendance nodded respectfully, but their attention seemed to be flagging.


"Without
us, infantry can only grapple with enemy positions through sheer brute force
and numbers, fighting desperately with what little their hands can carry.
Well-placed artillery preserves the health of our infantry comrades. Your
success is truly lifesaving!"


Adesh was
largely prevented from empathizing with this speech by the fact that he mostly
fought defensive battles. By his own reckoning he had never fired a shot to
cover an infantryman. Always he had been behind sandbags and metal shields,
defending positions. Though it made him think for a moment, the speech did not
quite get his blood pumping. At his side, Eshe and Nnenia looked about the
same. Nobody was too impressed.


Rahani
himself seemed to realize this, but his enthusiasm did not wane.


Looking
over the shoulders of his troops, he smiled ever more broadly.


"Ah
ha! Looks like reinforcements have arrived just in time to save me!"


Over the
din of practice rifles and trampling feet and high-pressure hoses, Adesh
heard the loud, steady whining of tracks and engines, and soon after, he felt
the force of armored movement transferring through the ground. Dust shook over
the surface of the training field, and there were was a weak but palpable
rumbling. Almost at once, the crowd around the gun shifted their attentions,
and found a pair of very unfamiliar armored vehicles painted in the familiar
green colors of their army, both rolling their way.


One vehicle
was significantly smaller and faster than the other. Both were tracked, but the
smaller vehicle had a shorter, squatter and seemingly lighter chassis. It had a
gun mounted at the back of the vehicle, with a barrel that stretched just over
the tank glacis and ended in a muzzle brake. There was no "neck" on
the smaller tank, so Adesh thought the vehicle must not have had a real turret.
There was a gun mantlet, and walls, but no roof. A figure was visible, waving
over the open top of the small tank. It was Lieutenant Purana.


Meanwhile
the other vehicle was absolutely monstrous in size. It dwarfed its companion,
but always lagged behind it, as if laboring to move at all. A gigantic, blocky
turret with a thick neck played host to its very large gun, larger than any
Adesh had seen. Though he recognized the smaller tank's weapon as a 76mm gun,
easily compared to the one standing beside him, Adesh was not well acquainted
with the heavy gun on the larger tank.


"Behold,
comrades! No longer is armor exclusive to the tank or infantry arms."


Corporal
Rahani stood aside and gestured toward the vehicles as they came to a stop.


Lt. Purana
leaped out of the gun superstructure on the smaller tank, and saluted the
troops.


Everyone
saluted back, half-staring still at the massive tank overshadowing the
Lieutenant.


"Glad
to see you're impressed. I've been told these exceptional comrades have taken
quite a bit of effort to produce." Lt. Purana said, gesturing to the two
tanks. "Both of them are early production self-propelled
guns intended to make
the job of the artillery arm a bit safer and easier. Our smaller comrade is the Chimera EP/76 or early
production, 76mm gun; and this tall fellow is the Giant EP/152 or early-production, 152mm gun."


In Bada
Aso, Adesh had shot a 122 millimeter
gun, and it had seemed then like quite an incredible weapon, capable of
blasting apart any Nochtish tank and killing scores of men. It boggled the mind
to think this was an even bigger gun than that, more powerful.


"All
of you are standing here before these weapons," Corporal Rahani began,
smiling, "because you have been selected to crew them! Once more of them
arrive, your crews of five from Bada Aso will begin to train as a crew of five
in either a Chimera or a Giant."


Adesh felt
a force, as if a stiff wind had blown his way. His heart swelled, anxiety mixed
with elation and curiosity. He turned to Eshe and Nnenia and they turned to him
and to each other in blank-faced, stunned excitement. There were many similar
faces around.


Lt. Purana
clapped his hands, and stood aside. The Chimera moved into their midst, and
everyone climbed over the front and side plates and enthusiastically examined
every part of the tank, and fired questions at the crew from all sides, which
were bashfully answered. Adesh managed to climb over a tool basket strapped to
the back of the tank and stayed there beside Eshe, while Nnenia got a choice
spot atop the tracks. They looked over the fighting compartment, and examined
the driver's position through the front hatch, and then finally left the tank's
side to watch it speed off at nearly 50 km/h.


Though the
Giant's presentation was not similarly impressive as far as its mobility
was concerned, several people got to climb inside and witness the massive gun
mechanism, and the very large ammunition. Inside the Giant, those lucky few who
go to see the turret also helped load the tank, and sight the gun at the
predetermined beach. Accompanying the shot was a great roar and a
discomforting rumble that rattled the plates on the tank.


"Nothing
on Aer can withstand a 152mm shot!" Lt. Purana called out.


Everyone
was suddenly excited to try out the Giant, and possibly to crew it in training.
But owing to the unique concerns of operating the Giant's enormous gun, only
the most physically fit people would be selected for such a task, according to
the Lieutenant.


"Not
us." Nnenia said, in her typically terse way.


"Not
us." Eshe mimed. He looked daunted at the very prospect of it.


Adesh
thought to himself that it was quite alright. He was fine with a Chimera.


"Starting
tomorrow, we will have enough of these units to begin training with them!"
Lt. Purana declared. "You will focus on maneuver, gunnery, and
self-propelled gun tactics. Having a gun that moves is different than having a
stationary weapon. I know you're up to the task of using these weapons to their
fullest effect! Make us proud, comrades!"


Lt. Purana
held up his fist, and the artillery crews mimicked him.


Rahani
clapped again and giggled.


Adesh felt
his heart rising at the prospect of crewing these weapons.


He felt
like he was floating, filled with pride and amazement. At first the machines had
not seemed like real things that would be given to them. It was always Nocht that had the weapons,
the technology. He always saw the
back end of years-old artillery guns. Now he was watching a brand new tank running around the
field, with a gun that he knew could kill Nochtish armor. He touched it, he
looked into the fighting compartment.


It was
real; Ayvarta was waking up to fight. It was mustering its forces. It was all
real.


Watching
the Chimera made his training, and every day at this camp, feel worthwhile.


He felt so
vulnerable with a stationary gun -- now he would have a tank!


And so
would his comrades! Technology was ready to support them now.


Those M3
Hunters and M4 Sentinels would not scare him ever again!


 


50th of the Aster's
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Tambwe
Dominance, City of Rangda -- Ocean Police Station


 


8th
Division Escapes Encirclement!, read the headline of the latest edition of
the Ocean Bulletin. Logia Minardo turned the first few pages -- she had become largely
unaware of the situation at the front of late, so ostracized was the 1st
Regiment from the rest of Tambwe's operations. Reading, she found that Nocht
had apparently overcome the Argu barrier, a range of forest just beyond the
Ghede that separated Tambwe and Adjar, and in so doing managed to encircle
several divisions of Battlegroup Ram guarding the area.


One
division, however, had managed to plow its way out of the trap, and that was
the 8th Ram Rifle Division of Rangda. It was reported that much of its troops
and equipment had survived and would be returning to Rangda shortly. Much
praise was lavished on its commanding officers, who had pulled such a
miraculous victory from the jaws of defeat, and could now continue to fight for
Rangda's safety. Troops would come in by train starting on the 51st, and the
first of the heavy equipment would be delivered on the 53rd.


For the
average person there was much to be thankful for, but Minardo could not help
but become uneasy at this improbably triumphant story. How had they escaped so
quickly, when this battle was only begun days ago? And why was the 8th Division
being pulled off the line? Surely that would only invite Nocht to pursue them
through the gap. Furthermore, why were they being relocated to Rangda, and not
a defensive line? Knowing that this theater was all under the control of
Tambwe's Council in Rangda, Minardo could only read the unorthodox relocation
of this unit from the front as an antagonistic move by Mansa and his ilk.


Sighing,
she closed the newspaper. Things would soon get rough.


Whatever
training Madiha wanted to get done would have to get done rather quick.


Minardo set
down the newspaper on one of the chairs in the interrogator's room and laid
back. Beyond the glass, Bercik Scheldt seemed to have nodded off. Behind it,
the nurse and the presiding officer both fell asleep over the desk. All of the
lights had been slightly dimmed for the night. Every hall in the station's
underground cells was silent. Minardo was in the mood to raise her feet up
on the desk and balance on the chair, as she once frequently did while
listening to briefs from the aviation commander in the old Rangda airport.


But it
would have been an uncomfortable position to take in her present state.


She laid a
hand over her own belly, rubbing it through the fabric of her uniform. Often
she seemed to others like she had forgotten the little life that was being
nurtured in there -- but for a mother, there was ever a keen awareness of a
second presence. It faded into the background of daily life after a while. She
was no longer nauseous and enfeebled, so it was relatively easy to live with
now. But it was there, and it needed special
care.


Since
realizing her pregnancy, Minardo had changed many of her old habits. She had
stopped drinking. She had not gone out on a date in over a hundred days.
She was still rather popular, and still quite fond of friendly sex; but
she turned down every proposition. It was easy to turn down the men, in her
condition; it was harder to turn down the women, especially owing to her own
predilections. Still, she committed to this deprivation. For the duration
of the pregnancy, she wanted to be a little conservative. Particularly owing to
the circumstances of her pregnancy, which still strongly stung. She had thought
she found again the love and trust she once relished and
reciprocated -- but no such luck.


She didn't
want to think of what she was doing as "living with the consequences"
of anything; pregnancy was not her fault, and it was nobody's fault.
All of the fault,
and the conflict, was that the coward who had led her to commit was
unwilling to commit himself.


Minardo
sighed deeply. She would carry the pregnancy to term. After that, though--


Down the
hall echoed a long, low sound like a bucket dropping.


There
should be no one in those halls at this hour, she thought.


Drawn out
of her bleak reverie, Minardo stood carefully from her chair and crept toward
the door, cracking it open. She looked down the hall and saw nothing outside.
She blinked. It was quite late at night, and she was still awake; perhaps she
had imagined it? But the noise had felt so palpable and distinct. It had
startled her. She took a step out.


Behind her
and in the hall the lights began to dim and then to blink.


On and off,
dim and bright, flashing in a cycle that was hurting her eyes.


Minardo
drew her revolver from its holster and quickly checked the cylinder.


Five rounds.


Though she
could have woken the nurse and the officer for aid, her
anxious reflex was always to do something herself. She could not
trust that they wouldn't get in her way.


Both of
them were unarmed and inexperienced anyway.


"Logia
Minardo, getting into another mess all by her lonesome." She whispered.


She crept
forward down the hall as the lights continued to blink around her.


As she
neared the corner, she saw something flit at the edge of her vision.


She turned
her head.


One last
blink and the lights went completely dark.


They did
not appear keen to come alive again.


Pitch
darkness swallowed her sight.


She dared
not take another step into the indistinct void before her.


Tripping on
something no longer affected only her.


Holding her
gun in one hand, she reached into her coat with the other.


She
withdrew an electric torch, and held it up to the side of her revolver.


With a
flick of a switch she cast a beam of light down the hallway.


Something
flashed in the light of the torch.


For a
frightening instant she saw an abominable shadow on the door ahead.


It turned a
mouth full of teeth and an ivory face on her and it shrieked and--


She blinked
and it was gone; she suddenly found it hard to retain memory of it.


It was
a masked bundle of tattered cloth with several arms,
hanging like a bug on a wall.


Minardo
shrank back, but the vision had left her so immediately that she felt foolish
for having feared at all. Though she felt a chill, there was nothing
corporeal anywhere nearby. She sighed, turning her beam and gun on every
surface and finding nothing in the dark corridors. She walked forward step by
measured step and examined the door to the interrogation room, near where
she thought she had seen something. She
found no evidence of tampering with the door. She turned the knob with her
torch hand.


Inside the
interrogation room, Bercik Scheldt remained seated behind the table.


Crossing
his arms, he looked at the door and said, "Was
ist los?"


Minardo
understood more or less that he was asking what was happening.


"Nichts." She replied.


Bercik
stared at her quizzically as if awaiting further explanation.


Smiling,
she shut the door, and continued down the hallway, keeping her guard up.


A little
ways from Bercik's door she opened the second interrogation room, where she
found Kirsten Susalla, a slight, boyish-faced young man, sleeping soundly at
his table, oblivious to the events. She shut the door carefully so as not to
wake him, and proceeded out to the lobby, having secured all of the high-value
people in the area.


Out in the
front lobby and the security station, she heard someone banging their fists.


Shining her
light on the bulletproof glass, she found the door guard trapped in his booth.


He opened a
sliding slit on the door to his station so that they could communicate.


"Staff
Sergeant, the power's been acting up and now I'm stuck in here. I can't open
the heavy doors without electricity. All of them have special
emergency locks." He said.


"Calm
down." Minardo replied. "We can use the land-line or the radios to
call for help."


"Yes
ma'am. Sorry ma'am." He said. She could feel the desperation in his voice.


"You
won't be trapped there much longer, I promise." She said.


No sooner
had she raised her voice again that she felt a chill breeze blow behind her
back.


Reflexively
she turned around and pointed her flashlight up and around her.


"Did
you feel something?" She asked.


"No,
nothing." Replied the guard, his voice trembling.


She waved
her torch across the lobby, and toward the entrance to the secured area.


Beneath the
sealed metal door she thought she saw inky tendrils vanishing.


But that
could not have been anything; just a trick of the light on her gloom-addled
eyes.


"Can
the front door be opened without power?" She asked.


"Well,
you would have to blow it off with compound explosives." replied the
guard.


Minardo
turned to look at him sternly. "So no."


"No.
But nothing has come in or out. I've been watching, ma'am."


"Even
when the power started going? You were perfectly attentive?"


Inside the
booth the guard sighed deeply. "I may have panicked for a while, I
admit."


"But
nevertheless, we can logically agree that the door was not compromised."


Behind the
bulletproof glass the guard helplessly nodded his head in agreement.


Minardo
tapped her feet impatiently. Her boots sounded across the underground.


"And
you say the door won't open when the power's out?"


"Yes.
It's a safety mechanism so that prisoners can't easily escape or attack the
guard."


"So
then, whoever cut the power wants you and us to remain
stuck in here for a while."


"Cut
the power? It could just be a brownout or something."


Minardo had
thought so too at first.


However,
her mind could not square one fact in this whole situation.


"Then
what about the backup generators?" She asked. "There should
be backup generators not only at the grid level but also in secure
facilities like this, in any major city."


She shone
the light briefly on the guard and found his jaw hanging with realization.


"Spirits
defend." He said. It was an apt reaction that confirmed everything she
thought.


Whoever cut
the power to this station did it right and cut all of its available power.


Even the
diesel-powered generators that should have triggered to keep them running.


That is
what distinguished this situation from any other outage.


Minardo
turned around and bolted down the hallways back into the interrogator's
quarters behind Bercik's room. Her stomping and slamming the door woke the
nurse and the officer. She dashed past them, ignoring their startled responses,
and she seized the radio, switching it to battery power. Thank everything that
it was not reliant on the station generators or the grid; she tuned the radio
to the Headquarters frequency and called out in desperation.


"Colonel, the
station has been sabotaged! Raise the alert level immediately!"


 


City of Rangda -- 8th
Division Barracks


By the
dimming light of an electric desk lamp, and viewed through increasingly heavy
lids, Generalplan Suden took on an entirely different
character. From a murderous omen its pages instead became a bizarre, almost
humorous design. Its intricate maps became modern art, playing host to
undifferentiated blotches of varying shades. Long lists of names and dates and
shortform orders blended together so that the rough language of Nocht seemed
like utter gibberish, amusing guttural sounds without civilized meaning.


Madiha
found herself cracking a tired smile, a sign she was truly losing her
faculties.


She did not
notice the lights, dimming like lit candlewicks struggling against a breeze.


Instead her
mind wavered from the document to her beloved companion, across the desk from
her. She had collapsed entirely over her work, her head invisible beneath wavy
locks of strawberry hair. Her back rose and fell with her heaving breaths,
which started as raspy noises and then turned into cute whining sounds as she
expelled them. Parinita had worked the hardest out of anyone in the office once
Madiha explained the documents.


They had
spent all day copying as much of Generalplan Suden as they could, trying to
preserve its information should anything happen to the original. Padmaja and
Bhishma had been dismissed for the day, for reasons of information security.
With Minardo at the station, the two lovers spent the afternoon, evening, and
up until midnight feverishly copying the most important facts from hundreds
upon hundreds of pages. They had brought a drum mimeograph machine in from
the staff office and copied with it until they ran out of ink and wore out
their stencils. From there they hand-copied. For the maps, they drew all the
lines on their own operational maps and on a hastily procured Atlas.


Despite all
their efforts, they had perhaps only copied about half the
total information, and that was ignoring all of the information on their
own forces, as collected by the enemy, that they chose to outright ignore for
the moment. They were thoroughly exhausted. Parinita had fallen asleep and
Madiha could hardly keep her head up. Her vision swam, and her pen hand was
starting to sway and scribble nonsense on the paper. She was trying to copy
over a table of organization for the 8th Panzer Division.


Even dazed
as she was, she was beginning to see that she would not complete her work
today. Her fingers loosened from around the pen and allowed it to drop,
and her eyes flitted open and closed, remaining shut for longer and longer
periods as her head dipped, and her shoulders slackened. Slowly she bent over
the desk and laid her head down.


She reached
out a sluggish, shaking hand to Parinita and took her fingers for a
moment.


Around them
the lights pulsed rapidly and then the room went completely dark.


Before she
was fully at rest, Madiha heard a scratching sound in the room.


Mustering
her strength, she raised her head and found the sound coming from the direction
of the radio. Slowly she pushed herself up by her hands, and blearily she
ambled toward the radio on the other side of the room, and she picked up the
receiver. There was at first only loud static on the line and intermittent
snatches of crackling and whining noise.


She
blinked, staring dumbly at the box. Finally, words started to come out of it.


"Colonel, the
station has been sabotaged! Raise the alert level immediately!"


At first
Madiha could not make heads or tails of what she was hearing.


It was as
if the words were in another language. They made less sense than the blurry
Nochtish she saw through half-closed eyes back at her desk. Minardo repeated
her pleas with greater and greater vehemence, and suddenly Madiha felt
something snap into place, a puzzle piece filling a gap in her brain. Her eyes
drew open, and her back straightened.


"Sabotaged
how?" She shouted, her senses slowly returning, her body shivering.


She noticed
then that the entire headquarters was cast in a gloom, and that aside from
errant beams of moonlight filtering through curtains there was no light
anywhere. Not even the lamp posts out in the field seemed to be working.
Everything had been knocked out.


"All
of the power is out!" Minardo shouted. "It must have been deliberate,
because--"


An airless
chill blew through the room and sunk deep into her skin.


Madiha gasped
for breath as if the air had suddenly been struck out of her.


Behind
her the window burst, and she felt like a blizzard had swept over her.


Reflexively
she seized herself, and her knees shook, and she bowed.


Over her
shoulder she saw a figure come from the oldest recesses of her mind.


Standing
over the desk, the robed creature looked down at her, a small smile glinting at
her from the mask within its mask. Two tattered stumps hung from the front
of its body, while a long arm ending in a burnt, cracked, stiff-looking hand
curled over its shoulder like a scorpion's tail. Much of its cloak was burnt,
but what wasn't was red, flapping in the winds, and the rest of it was covered
in a twisting roll of fabric that trailed behind it like a tail.


In one
swift move it lashed its longest arm out, and Madiha flinched.


Nothing
struck her; instead the creature smashed through another window and fled.


When she
opened her eyes it was gone.


Minardo's
voice was still coming out of the radio in panic.


Parinita
bolted upright, startled, and began to hold herself from the cold.


"What
was that?" She asked, turning her head every which way.


She looked
down at the desk and gasped.


"Madiha,
the plans! Generalplan Suden is gone!" She cried out.


Majini. It had taken the documents. That was its
objective all along.


Without
word, Madiha thrust upright and leaped through the window herself.


She hit the
dirt and grass outside and charged after the monster.


In the rush
of adrenaline she shed the evil chills; her inner fire had awoken once more.


Recalling
the streets of Bada Aso as she walked them in her childhood, recalling the
fearful nights spent fighting or evading these hideous fiends, Madiha drew upon
every power and tactic that she had developed. It all came rushing back to her
at once.


Find it,
catch it, trick it, burn it.


Fighting a
sharp, cutting sensation in her brain, she focused her mind on the field.


Her vision
left her eyes, and she was looking from on high at a world of inverted color.


Several
hundred meters ahead she spotted the Majini gliding through the air.


Haste was
the beast's forte; it wriggled above the ground like a worm in water, flying as
fast as a downhill bicycle, its arms and ribbons spinning like the
propellers on an aircraft.


Mid-run,
Madiha drew back from her ghostly perception and returned to her body.


Blood
trickled from her nose and ears as she pushed on
herself.


As a child
she had little control of this ability. It would destroy whatever she
manipulated.


But she
quickly became aware that it would not destroy herself.


Using the
power she hurled herself forward after the Majini like a tank shell.


In an
instant she left the blurry surroundings and smashed into the monster at
mid-field.


Madiha and
the creature both hit ground in a bonecrushing roll.


Only by subtly
pushing and pulling on herself did Madiha avert the worst of it.


She skidded
to a stand, the muscles on her right foot twisting painfully under her weight.


Ahead of
her the Majini rolled like a tumbleweed, smashing its arms and its face and its
cylindrical, raggedy sock-like body against the dirt. It righted itself slowly
by the stumps on its maimed arms and by spindly legs that peeked briefly from
under its cloak. Turning around, it sniffed loudly from its mask as if
hissing at her.


Hoping to
end the battle quickly, Madiha drew upon the fire, extending her fingers.


Sending
danger, the creature stood up as if on tip-toes and swung its body side to
side.


Madiha
released a brilliant, fiery dart that flew right past the Majini's head.


She missed;
she never missed. Except where Majini were concerned.


Taunting
her, the Majini continued to move erratically.


It swung
its only complete arm as if in a dismissive gesture.


Entwined in
its remaining fingers was Generalplan
Suden.


That was
its prize of the night.


Madiha
closed her hands, unable to risk shooting fire at the moment.


She shouted
out, raising closed fists. "You do not frighten me anymore! All you
can do is creep in the dark! Try preying on a woman instead of a girl, you
pathetic animal!"


She heard
the sounds of teeth gnashing behind the blank face on the mask.


Curling its
head forward while rearing up its shoulders, the beast lunged for her.


Madiha
grinned -- it fell for the provocation. Perhaps its fallen limbs stung in her
presence.


Entering
her space in a second's rush, the creature swung its stumps like clubs. Madiha
avoided the left arm and brought her own fists up to block the right. She felt
the strike on her forearms and shoulder like a wooden baton, like the beating
stick of the sister rectors in the orphanage. She nearly fell from the force,
and she could feel the bruise already. But the creature had put all its
strength in its bony arms, and swung itself off-balance.


Stepping
past it, Madiha seized the monster's flailing third arm and bent it double.


Like a twig
the arm snapped, with a crunch that drew bone out of leathery skin and rags.


An airless,
eerie wail escaped the monster's mask and it retched and thrashed.


From its
fingers, Generalplan
Suden fell to the ground.


Madiha
stepped on the folder to prevent its contents from flying away in the air.


She knew
this would seal her own movement and grit her teeth in preparation.


Turning
immediately, the Majini seemed as if standing on air instead of ground.


It charged
into Madiha, and she brought her arms up and pushed against
the weight.


Both of the
monster's fists struck her like hammers, but recoiled from her skin.


She felt
all of the impact against her guard, and thought her bones would break, but
what remained of the creature's hand-less arms shattered into pieces, fragments
of bone and parchment-like pieces of skin hitting the ground. Black dust
escaped from the wounds in place of blood. She remained standing, shaken, her
arms twin knots of agony.


Audibly
panting, the Majini drew back, coiling like a snake.


Madiha
brought down her arms and brought the thought of fire to the fore.


The Majini
curled what was left of its three arms against its body.


Raising its
head, the rags around it expanding as if following an impossibly long neck, the
Majini hurled itself forward into Madiha, and its mask then met the side of her
face.


She felt
the cold, the infinite, ineffable cold from its body transfer into her own.


Again she
felt all of the impact, but she also felt the malevolence, the sheer hatred.


Reeling
from the blow, her vision swimming, Madiha's concentration waned.


Instead of
a dart, as she had wanted, Madiha summoned a wave.


Like the
jet from the end of a flamethrower, an endless spout of fire escaped her hands.


As soon as
her flames touched it the Majini lit up like a rag soaked in
gasoline.


Madiha fell
back, and closed her fists, drawing back the power in her hands.


Before her
the Majini became a pillar of swirling flames.


It had
survived the fires of her youth, but it would not live through those of her
maturity.


She felt
the cold in it instantly vanish. She felt the hatred die away.


Everything
bound up in those rags and behind that mask, burnt instantly.


Standing in
place, writhing, screaming, the rags turned to
ash. Beneath them, a body, a maimed, stretched, unnaturally warped body that
she could not place as anything alive.


She
realized that the rags and the mask had been generating the cold, the sound.


Beneath the
mask she saw something that should have been a face and perhaps wasn't.


Something
with holes and with teeth and with features in an alien configuration.


For the
briefest instant, she saw something that met her eyes almost with emotion.


Lit by the
pyre that consumed it, the Majini's form revealed itself and vanished in a
blink.


All of the
fire blew away, and there was nothing but dust flying in the wind.


At once,
the gloom parted as the electric lamps and street lights across the base turned
on.


In the
middle of the field, amid the dim light from far-away posts, Madiha was alone.


She tried
to stand from the floor and found it impossible.


As the
adrenaline left her, her knees buckled, and her arms locked up,
shaking.


Her eyes
were forced open from the incongruous thing she had been forced to witness.


Everything
was blurry, and the images were burnt into her brain.


Constantly
she pushed and pushed on her own mind to keep herself
in order.


She was
frozen in place, unable to right herself physically or mentally.


"Madiha!
Madiha!"


Parinita's desperate
screaming barely registered in her mind. Madiha hyperventilated, sure in the
last rational recesses of her brain that she was in the throes of some kind of
psychotic attack. Her nose and ears started to bleed and even her eyes
filled with red.


She felt
Parinita's soft, warm hands against her body, felt her comforting embrace.


She heard
her voice, cooing, soothing, perhaps singing a little
rhyme.


There was
an instant of relief before her consciousness entirely collapsed.
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After last
night's power outage and security breach, all of the 1st Regiment was on alert.


Training
would continue, but reliable personnel were rotated in and out to guard the HQ.


As engineers
replaced the windows on the front and side of the headquarters
building, a labor squadron laid down sandbags to form two semi-circular walls
in front of the building.


A pair of
rotating tripod mounts had been procured for top-loading Danava light machine guns,
which were to be manned at all hours of the day. Anti-tank and anti-aircraft
guns of 45 and 37 mm calibers guarded the surroundings. Newly-arrived, a Hobgoblin EP/76 tank
patrolled in a circle close to the little building, its crew "training"
in it.


Inside the
headquarters, an infantry squadron stood with rifles ready to defend the tiny
Regimental command staff. Gulab Kajari and Charvi Chadgura were obvious
mainstays of these missions, and were soon joined by some familiar faces
-- Nikka Illynichna and a pair of dour little Svechthans rounded out the crew.
Though the trio clearly desired to chat, the atmosphere in the headquarters was
too intense for that. Everyone was on edge, and there was no sound in the
building but that of copy machines and scratching pens.


Word had
gone out quickly about the attack. Everyone needed only to look at the
Headquarters, and to find its windows shattered, and the frames hurled out of
the apertures as if by an explosion, to realize that something serious had
transpired.


No
assailant had been caught, which was the worst part.


Though the
High Value Assets had been recovered, this could happen again.


And the
circumstances surrounding it were disturbingly mysterious.


Everyone at
the base had experienced the outage the night before. Power had returned to the
base (and police station) fairly quickly. Electrical disruption had been
confined only to those two locations, and only for about twenty-five minutes
each around midnight. There was no explanation from the power company as to why
this would happen, and the rest of the city had experienced no anomalies. An
official investigation was promised.


Nobody had
much faith the Council would honor that promise.


Most of the
Regiment knew that the attack's target was a High Value Asset in the hands of
the Headquarters staff. None of them had gotten a good look at it -- none of
them needed to. It was enough to know where it
was, who had it, and where it should remain.


Nobody knew
the character of the enemy after that, except Colonel Nakar.


She had
fought off the assailant and recovered the Asset personally.


Since doing
so, she had not left the Headquarters.


Those who
hadn't seen her, had their admiration for the Colonel swell considerably.


Those who
did see her, worried about the caliber of the enemy.


Madiha sat
behind her desk as always, overseeing Bhishma, Padmaja and Parinita as they
hurried along, copying the mystery documents as fast and faithfully as they
could. She looked quite worse for wear. She had her arm in a sling, and a thick
bandage around her forehead and over one eye. Nothing was broken; but there was
swelling and bleeding that needed to be controlled. She was coughing
frequently, and nodding off at times.


"I
will be fine in a few days." She said, deflecting worry whenever asked.


Meanwhile
the base continued its operations with increasing fervor.


In the
distance, artillery guns fired training shots. Trainees stormed the fake
stronghold for the first time and died to red-water guns by the dozens. Tanks
arrived at the base by the dozen, courtesy of Solstice. They were shy of their
peak strength of 100 Tanks, 200 Personnel Vehicles and 25 Self-Propelled Guns,
as promised by Solstice, but steadily rising.


Tanks and
trainees, however, were not the only arrivals.


Around
noon, the guns behind the sandbags, and the turret on the Hobgoblin, all turned
on an approaching light car that had not been authorized to appear before the
Colonel. Everyone on guard exercised considerable restraint, and the occupants
of the vehicle were allowed to dismount and approach and identify themselves as
alleged friendlies.


Colonel
Nakar bid them in with a sigh of annoyed resignation.


Through the
door crossed a pretty young woman with skin a very light brown, dressed
professionally, her wavy dark hair in ringlet curls, and familiar green eyes;
at her side was a shabby, curly-haired man, his military uniform worn with an
aesthetic of casual disorder.


"Colonel
Nakar, the Adjar Government-In-Exile demands audience." Chakrani Walters
said.





 


 


 





 


 




 


 


















46. Conspiracy City 


 


50th of the Aster's Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


 


Tambwe Dominance, City of Rangda -- 8th Division
Base, HQ


 


"Let
them in."


At the
Colonel's exasperated command, the machine gunners guarding entry into the
headquarters stood aside. Kajari and Chadgura stepped away from the
interior doorway and held their rifles with their bayonets and barrels staring
at the ceiling. Outside, the guards inspected the arriving car while its
occupants cross the threshold into the HQ.


Parinita Maharani
recognized the escort, but she was more surprised at the woman.


"Please
identify yourselves." Madiha said. It was a formality. She knew both of
them too.


Haughtily,
the woman with the ringlets and skirt suit crossed her arms and grumbled.


"Chakrani
Walters, representative of
the Adjar Civil Council." She said.


Madiha
nodded her head. "Padmaja, have her sign in, please."


"Yes
ma'am."


From a
corner, Feng Padmaja quietly and meekly procured a ring-bound book and
presented a page and a pen to Chakrani. Normally the junior staffer was chirpy
and energetic, but the gravity in the room seemed to have tripled for her, and
she moved very slowly and deliberately. Chakrani stared at her with disdain as
she approached, and begrudgingly signed the book before shoving the pen
brusquely back into Padmaja's hands. Stunned by the outburst, Padmaja stowed
the pen between the locks of hair at the edge of one of her covered double
buns, and walked sadly and stiffly back to her table.


"Can
we talk now?" Chakrani asked. Her tone was turning downright bratty.


Madiha
quietly nodded her head toward the man at Chakrani's side.


"Identify
yourself." She demanded.


"I
don't feel like it." He said.


"I
will not ask again."


Parinita
averted her gaze. She felt the tension in the room constricting her chest.


Despite
their previous liaison, Chakrani did not seem touched in any way by Madiha's
visible injuries. She seemed quite ready to treat Madiha as just somebody that had to be spoken to. Her posture
was intimidating -- Parinita thought Chakrani looked like a cat
poised to lunge. Her crossed arms shook very slightly with pent-up energy. Her
tapping feet hit the ground sharply and with a quick rhythm. Her gaze was
cutting as her eyes slowly looked over the room, settling on every face she found. Her
smoldering stare shook Bhishma and Padmaja.


She was
such a contrast to Madiha; opposites truly did attract sometimes.


Madiha's
face was void of emotion. Parinita met her eyes from across the room, trying
her best to silently communicate her support in this obviously painful
situation. In response the Colonel's expression and stance were neutral.
Her voice, when she first spoke, sounded tired and vulnerable. But when she
questioned the arrivals, she took a sterner tone. While Chakrani had come before
them with fire in her chest, Madiha just seemed hollow.


"Just
do it already." Chakrani said, elbowing her escort.


At her
side, the young curly-haired man in the disheveled uniform stared at the wall.


"Private
Jota, mobility support." He said. His tone was dismissive.


"I
need your full name and unit. You can sign it in." Madiha calmly
ordered.


Padmaja
stood up from the floor and approached cautiously with the ring-bound book.


Jota spat
on the floor in front of her. "Nah. Find it out yourself, Colonel."


Padmaja
shrank away.


"Kajari,
remove him." Madiha said.


From the
doorway, Corporal Kajari approached with her rifle in her hands.


Jota,
visibly taller than her, half-turned and raised his hands.


"You don't
want to do that." He said dangerously.


Kajari
turned the bayonet on his neck and left a scratch.


"You
can leave by yourself or in a bag, your choice." Kajari said.


Chadgura
stepped forward as well.


Jota sighed
deeply. He turned carefully and left the room, rubbing his neck.


All
throughout Chakrani stared with a mix of horror and rage.


"You're
on a power trip, Colonel! He is my official escort!" She shouted.


Madiha was
unmoved.


"Anyone
who enters this building and shows even a shred of antagonism,"
She said, her tone suddenly dangerous and deliberate, "is a threat to
myself, to my staff, and to the security of highly sensitive materials in this
base. I am not playing a game here."


Parinita
shuddered a little at the response, but she knew Madiha was right.


Especially
in the condition she was in, and after recent events.


One's
outlook on security changes when one is nearly beaten to death in a "safe
place."


"I'm
absolutely sick to death of you! Your actions from the moment you received
a command have been nothing short of savage!" Chakrani shouted. "I'm
filing a complaint!"


"Is
this the Adjar Government-In-Exile talking still, or just you?" Madiha
asked.


At the
sound of the Colonel's words, Chakrani stood suddenly quiet and still, and
seemed cowed with shame. Chakrani then quickly composed herself, standing straight
and to full height, taking a deep breath and clearly making an effort to calm
her voice. Her hands were still shaking and Parinita thought she could see some
moistness in her eyes.


"Colonel
Nakar, let us cut the acrimony short -- I'll talk, and you'll listen.
Alright?"


"That
is amenable. You have the floor, Councilor."


Parinita wondered
what was going in Madiha's mind and heart at the moment too. She knew Madiha
was skilled in compartmentalizing her emotions and pushing through difficult
situations. She had already been put on this spot with Chakrani before in Bada
Aso, and she was under greater pressure then and did not buckle. But she must
have felt something, to be seeing Chakrani again, and in this kind of position
and situation.


Though the
thought felt childish and self-centered, Parinita wondered if Madiha felt
strengthened by their affection, by their moonlit and dawnlit oaths. She
wondered if the image of Parinita at her side helped to support her and drown
away Chakrani's voice.


Chakrani's
inner war was visible and plain. Madiha's seemed completely suppressed.


Nevertheless,
Chakrani took the role of Councilwoman Walters and delivered a speech so
thorough that it seemed as though read out of paper on an invisible podium.
Judging by her own expressions before, this dry, official language did not seem
to be her words.


"Colonel
Nakar, the Council of the occupied Adjar Dominance is
deeply concerned about your continued independent usage of arms,
armor and personnel taken from the Adjar Battlegroup Ox without any
attempt at communication or information-sharing with either the Tambwe Civil
Council or the Adjar Government-In-Exile here in Rangda."


Madiha
interrupted briefly. "My isolation was not wholly of my own design."


"Information
given to the Adjar Government-In-Exile says otherwise."


Her
continued insistence on referring to this "Adjar Government-In-Exile"
was confusing. Parinita had not once heard of such an entity existing within
Rangda, and she did her best to keep up with the political goings-on despite
their limited resources. She knew the Adjar Council had evacuated to Tambwe;
Madiha had ordered the move and executed it just hours after first meeting with
them in Bada Aso. It made sense that they would end up in Rangda, as it was
Tambwe's most important city that was also relatively farthest from the
fighting at the time. However, the concept of a continuing Adjar government
baffled her.


"Let
me guess: Mansa put you people up to this today." Madiha calmly said.


"Councilman
Mansa helped us organize here and informed us that you have been acting
independently, including recently detaining prisoners and withholding
information."


Chakrani
was starting to verge on anger again. She had a frustrated expression.


Madiha
drummed her good fingers on her desk throughout Chakrani's explanations. She
spoke up in a stronger tone of voice afterward. "I am acting independently
because the Adjar Dominance does not exist, and you have no authority over
anything anymore."


"I beg
to differ." Chakrani replied. "Currently we are working with local
authorities to help relocate 50,000 refugees from the Adjar Dominance. We are
getting them houses and food and union jobs instead of sending them to the
desert. What have you done lately?"


That was it
then, Parinita knew; Chakrani's loyalty came in exchange for Mansa's help in
integrating some of her people back into normal lives. There were millions of
Adjar refugees, but any number of people resettled and happy was a good number.
However, most refugees were heading farther out to Solstice because Dbagbo and
Tambwe were already embroiled in combat themselves. Parinita did not dare say
it out loud, but in her rush to accept Tambwe's help for these people, Chakrani
was likely only endangering them.


Madiha
stared at her without expression and then delivered her own quick speech.


"What we have done
is destroy multiple elite corps of the invading army, delay their
assault on Tambwe and their march into North Solstice by weeks instead of
days, so that you can come here and berate us in the stead of your nonexistent
government instead of being dragged into a camp and shot by Nocht as a
'terrorist leader.'" She said.


On the
receiving end, Chakrani grew more furious with every word spoken.


"You
can be as dismissive as you like once you're back under the stead of the
government to which you belong! Listen to me before you open your trap again
Colonel: rehousing refugees is not our only project. We're aware that this
country is tenuous too. So we have plans to raise a force of people from Adjar
to help protect our new home in Tambwe and rebuild Ox's strength. We need you
to cooperate for everyone's good." Chakrani said.


"Ox
has been disbanded and I do not need it to return. It is useless to
everyone."


Chakrani charged
headlong into her next point, ignoring Madiha's response.


"We're
talking past each other then so I'll get to my main point. We've given to
believe you have a prisoner from Nocht in your hands and are restricting access
to them. You can ignore our other requests if you like; but we demand to be
able to speak to them. They are not under your jurisdiction. We wish to see
what information they can give us about the occupation, so we might adequately
prepare for our resistance. Can you spare at least that?"


"No."
Madiha said immediately. "I have already gotten as much relevant
information as can be expected from the foreigners. They are under the
protection of the KVW now."


"You
can easily correct your wide overreach of your authority by simply letting us
talk to the prisoner, or by sharing any information you got from them."
Chakrani said. Her tone of voice and the construction of her words sounded
threatening, as if she was ready to indict them.


Parinita
turned her head from the scene, and stepped closer to the desk with the
original Generalplan Suden files. She should have realized that was their
objective all along.


"None
of it is easy or simple. Further harassment of our guests is not productive and could be
downright dangerous. So no, you will not be allowed to speak with them."


"Your
unwillingness to submit to lawful authority is what's dangerous here!"


"Lawful
authority? You mean Mansa's crooked council, and the eternally lame duck
council that are using you as their puppet to retain some form of political
relevance?"


"Whether
you like it or not, Tambwe and Adjar have legitimate governments that--"


Madiha
raised her good hand, and stood up from her desk, stopping the Councilwoman.


"I am
not here for Tambwe or for Adjar, Chakrani. I am here for the Socialist
Dominances of Solstice. I am here for the Ayvartan people. I am here for what
will be a long war.
It is disturbing to me how you stridently you fail to see the bigger
picture here."


Chakrani's
face turned chalk-white and her expression contorted with disgust.


She shouted
back louder than any voice heard during the entire discussion.


"Don't
you fucking dare say my name again! I will not suffer
you for a second longer you animal! Everything you do,
everything you touch-- You cannot save a single thing, you miserable wraith!
Mark my words! I hope I never see your despicable face
again, Colonel, but you will hear from Adjar again. We will do
whatever it takes to save our nation."


She turned
sharply around and stomped her way out of the building, pushing Kajari and
Chadgura away from the door as she went. Everyone inside and outside the
building seemed to have heard the outburst, and there were heads turning
everywhere. Even the Hobgoblin turned its turret as if judging her. Chakrani
Walters, as quickly and suddenly as she came, returned to the car with Jota and
the pair sped off back out of the base.


Parinita
breathed a loud sigh of relief. Everyone else was silent and still for a
moment.


"She
really does not like the Colonel." Padmaja meekly said, cutting the
silence.


"She
has reason not to." Madiha said, her head sinking against her desk.


Parinita
shook her head. She supposed that was the answer to her previous fears.


 


Rangda -- Ocean Road Police Station


Through the speakers mounted in the ceiling,
the interpreter's voice filled the room.


"His
favorite food is something called Pierogi." He said.


Across the
interrogation table, Bercik shot a skeptical look at a gently smiling Kirsten.


Minardo sat
opposite the two guests of the Ocean Road Police
Station. She rubbed her fingers across the smooth and shiny surface of the
table, thinking about these Pierogi.
She concluded she had never heard of that dish. She was also not sure that
she could procure it in Rangda. Minardo thought she was quite worldly
compared to most people that she knew -- if she had no idea what something was
then it was likely that a kitchen worker at a canteen would not know either.
Despite this she resolved to be accommodating.


"Ask
him what that dish is and how to make it." Minardo called out.


Beyond the
one-way glass, the military interpreter spoke through the intercom.


"Was ist Pierogi? Wie wollen sie kochen
Pierogi?"


Again the
system on the ceiling broadcast his voice clearly into the room.


Bercik sighed
openly. Kirsten smiled and lit up and started to speak energetically.


After a few
minutes of what sounded mostly like utter gibberish to Minardo, Kirsten quieted
and sat smilingly waiting for further response. Once more the interpreter
explained.


"They
are dumplings, Sergeant; he likes them filled with mashed potato filling and
cheese. He shared a long recipe and instructions which I have written
down." He said.


"Well,
I suppose you can pass that along to the canteen when you can." Minardo
said.


"Können wir jetzt gehen?" Bercik said, holding
his head up by the palms of his hands.


Minardo
caught some of the words and shook her head at him.


After the
scare last night, Minardo hardly slept, seated uncomfortably in a hard metal
chair in the interrogator's room. In the morning she tried to perform her usual
routine. She drank some hot, honeyed tea and picked up the paper, more for
comics and games than for the actual news. Soon as she was done with her
morning crosswords and the funny pages, Minardo discarded the paper into the
recycling box and fetched the interpreter.


She was of
a mind to have a chat with Bercik and Kirsten herself before lunch.


Everyone
gathered in Bercik's interrogation room, save the interpreter who remained
safely behind the bulletproof glass. Because the interpreter was drawn from the
1st Regiment, Minardo could trust him more than the civil police. Feeling
secure with an agent of hers in the interrogator's side, Minardo started the
session. She brought out a high-tech spool recorder, set it on the table,
started it going, and introduced everyone.


Words then
came and went rapidly across the table, alien to each party. Communication
became possible through the military interpreter, who recognized the guest's
Lachy accents and could easily digest the Nochtish and Ayvartan in a way each
party found palatable.


Minardo
thought to break the ice with food. Kirsten, the younger, and most
delicate of the two Nochtish youth, seemed delighted to talk about food,
but the topic failed to penetrate his coarser companion. Bercik insisted
that he should be released, that his work with them was done. All he wanted was
to return to the road and think of what to do next. Minardo had the interpreter
remind him that he had nowhere to go if he did not know the language --
Nochtish speech and literacy in Ayvarta was very low outside of the military.


Faced with
this, Bercik resigned himself to sighing with frustration every so often.


Pierogi
promises only seemed to go so far with him.


Minardo
then asked what they knew about Nochtish military capability.


Kirsten
said he tried to read Generalplan
Suden but it was too complicated for him.


Bercik
grumbled inaudibly.


Minardo
asked about the Nochtish home front. What did people think of the war?


Bercik
claimed to have left the country before the war, and therefore did not know.


Kirsten
assumed everyone would be against the war, because war was bad.


Nobody
dissuaded him from his naive hopes.


To
establish trust, Minardo explained some of her own duties in the military. She
told Bercik simple, non-confidential things about the 1st Regiment, about
procurement, setting work schedules, delegating tasks, and caring for the
soldiers under her command, in this case usually Padmaja. She tried to sing one
of Padmaja's songs for levity, but it made no sense to anyone, even the
interpreter, because it was all Kitanese, butchered by Minardo.


Kirsten
sang a little song of his own in Nochtish, "Der treue Hussar." He
burst into song so quickly and spontaneously that the interpreter had a difficult
time keeping up with it.


He had a
rather pretty voice though, very sweet and pleasantly high-pitched.


After the
interlude Bercik made vague statements about his journalistic past.
Though he got his start in tabloids, he said his best work was publishing
articles about sex scandals, fraud, corruption in what
he called the "party machines" that existed at local levels. He
railed against these party machines and their iron grip on neighborhoods for
close to fifteen minutes, repeating himself and the same few sentiments several
times as he did.


For a
moment there was a confusing translation issue, where Minardo thought he meant
"party" as a form of revelry. Bercik was non-specific enough
that she thought Nocht was devolving into some monstrous bacchanalia
nation-wide, especially because he seemed oddly focused on the topic of
political sex scandals and divorces. It was quickly cleared up by the
interpreter that he meant a political party and specific verbiage was used from
then on. Upon learning of this, Bercik pointed and laughed at Minardo for it as
if she was stupid.


Before
Minardo could get the interpreter to ask him what his problem was, she heard a
commotion building up outside. Heavy footsteps and shouting led to banging
on the door.


Minardo
stood. As soon as she did the door swung open. Behind it was a man in a suit
and tie accompanied by a distraught front guard who was holding his hands
plaintively out to him. Minardo stared between the two of them, but the man in
the suit seemed to ignore her, while the guard seemed to have nothing to
communicate save for a pathetic look in his eyes. It seemed the suited man was
the authority here, and it seemed that he was exercising that authority. He was sweating
and red in the face and out of breath.


His every
movement was carried out with an obvious and off-putting violence.


Swinging
his arms as if ready to throw punches, he stomped right into the room.


Minardo
stepped forward to block his path. She was half a head taller than he.


Grinding
his teeth, he raised his hand with an accusing finger pointed her way.


"I
demand an audience with the foreigners this instant!" He shouted.


"I
demand you use your indoor voice." Minardo snapped back. "Who are
you?"


"You've
no business making demands of me, soldier! I'm part of
the Council and I'm taking these men into our custody. The Colonel has no right
to hold them here and extract information without consulting us. Solstice
has imposed on us enough!"


Again the
man jabbed his finger, in a way that was growing irritating to Minardo.


He was
getting too close to her. She felt his arm brush against her and bristled.


"Invasion
of our borders by foreign agents is a military matter." She replied.
"We cooperated with police and are merely following proper security
procedure right now."


"Since
demilitarization it is also a civilian matter! You act under our orders!"


"We
received no orders from you or anybody. There was no objection until now."


Up and down
went the man's finger, as if he was undecided as to how to hold it most
threateningly in the air. He was shaking. He fidgeted with his tie as he
continued to growl.


"Nocht
is at our doorstep, and if these men hold any information that would be of
diplomatic or defensive value to us, we demand to hear it from their
mouths." He said.


"We've
already interrogated these men, Councilor. They are not threats and have no
value to you. We will write you a report when we have fully vetted them."
Minardo said.


"Fine;
then you will stay in this room until they are fully
vetted, Sergeant. Guard!"


Almost
shoving her, the councilman turned sharply around and walked out of the
room.


He gestured
to the guard outside.


At once the
guard gave Minardo a regretful glance before stepping forward, shutting the
door almost in her face and locking it shut. Interrogation room doors locked
from the outside to prevent the people within from escaping -- Minardo had no
lock mechanism on her side. She had, in the blink of an eye, been detained by
the police in the station.


It dawned
upon her what had happened, and she turned sharply around herself.


"Lock
yourself in the room and call the Colonel right now!" She shouted.


Behind the
glass, the interpreter acknowledged with a quiver in his voice.


Bercik and
Kirsten stared in disbelief.


Minardo
herself could hardly believe it, but she was a prisoner of Rangda now.


 


Rangda -- 8th Division Barracks, Training Field


Madiha was reasonably comfortable being out
in the sun. Rangda was cooling off as the Gloom began to turn into the Frost.
There was a clear sky above them and then sun was out, and a strong breeze blew
her hair as she went. It was neither the weather, nor the possibility of an
attack, that had led her to consider hiding in the Barracks until nightfall.


An attack
at the moment was unlikely. Majini did not walk freely under the sun.


Unless they
wore the brass masks -- and she had dealt with all of those.


Though she
once thought she had dealt with all of them in general and that proved folly.


Her motivation
for wanting to hide was to spare her troops the sight of her.


She was
hurting all over. Her arm was in a sling, her head was bandaged. One of her
eyes was partially swollen and could not fully open -- the severity
of the bruise was lessened by a careful application of cosmetics and combing
her hair over it. She tried to appear energetic as she walked around the base,
but she was exhausted. When Parinita got to her she felt like her skull
had been split open. Even healing hands could not repair all of the psychic
damage. Morphine had to patch up a few lingering ills.


Her
confrontation with Chakrani had inflicted a new set of wounds on her soul,
perhaps, if not her brain and body. She tried not to let Chakrani get to her --
she did not want to keep lingering on their failed relationship. She wanted to
move on. But it was difficult to ignore. She heard the word "monster"
as said by Chakrani's voice, that voice that once said sweet things to her in
bed, that greeted her every day, that told her she was
loved and wanted. It reverberated in her head. On top of everything else, it
shook her badly.


"You
have nothing to hide over. You've done everything you could." Parinita
said.


Madiha was
thankful to have Parinita at her side. It was the sight of her lover supporting
her and telling her sweet words that empowered her to take these difficult
steps outside. Parinita had a point; hiding in the headquarters all day would
have had a detrimental effect on the troops. There was too much that was
already being kept from them, and they were enduring every unreasonable
event at this base purely on their faith in her.


She drew
strength from Parinita. She tried to think to herself that Parinita deserved
for her to be there, for all of her to be available, and none of her stuck in
the past with Chakrani. They were lovers now; girlfriends in
Parinita's own view. She deserved strength.


So Madiha
would be strong for her. She would go out with her head held up high.


As she
surveyed the training field, the barracks, the reclaimed storehouses beyond the
second gate, and the remaining facilities, Madiha was pleasantly surprised by
the discipline of her troops. There were few gawkers, and everyone was quick to
salute.


She stopped
first at the edge of the training field, where Lieutenant Munira was teaching
grenade throwing to groups of infantry. Madiha and the tall, gallant,
brown-haired older lieutenant had been first acquainted in Bada Aso, where they
defended a strategic hill from a relentless Nochtish air attack. Lt. Munira had
proven herself gifted in speaking to her troops then, and this was no
different. Everyone stood attentively as she explained how to "cook"
grenades, proper throwing technique, and the purpose of a grenade.


"As a shuuja,
the heroic rifle soldier of Mother Ayvarta, the grenade is the most lethal
weapon in your disposal if you wield it properly. You cannot reach for your
grenade in panic; you will only disarm yourself of a valuable weapon when you
need it! You must use the grenade carefully and in concert with your allies.
You can use it to suppress enemies, who will flee the grenade temporarily,
allowing your allies to flank them; you can use it to attack around obstacles,
such as sandbag walls and gun shields or around tight corners inside buildings;
you can use them to clear enclosed spaces; never throw
one aimlessly!"


As before,
Lt. Munira's voice was powerful, and her pronunciation never once slipped.
Words flowed swiftly and strongly from within her and swept over the entranced
crowd.


When Madiha
appeared behind the Lieutenant, it took the infantry a moment to notice that
she had snuck into the fore. When she was finally spotted everyone quickly and
respectfully saluted. Lt. Munira turned over her shoulder and smiled, clapping
her hands.


"Salam, Colonel! Our field is
elevated by your presence." She said, bowing her head.


She then
saluted, the same as everybody. A greeting, parts religious, and parts
military.


"Hujambo," Madiha said. She
saluted back with her good arm. Parinita did the same.


"If it
is not out of place to say, Colonel, I am pleased to greet you. I know everyone
had been wanting to see if you were well, after the incident last night."
Lt. Munira said.


"It is
all under control, don't worry. I will be recovered in a few days." Madiha
replied.


"I'm
glad to hear." Lt. Munira said. "Would you like to show them a quick
throw?"


"What
will I be throwing? Back when I did basic training, we threw water
balloons."


"No
balloons here; we've been deemed worthy of something a little more
tactile."


Lt. Munira
handed her a dummy grenade. Madiha recognized the device when her fingers wrapped
around the smooth metal can. These units had token amounts of explosive in
order to produce a bang that could be seen and heard by the thrower, but they
were harmless unless one detonated while still affixed to a belt or inside a
soldier's bag.


Nodding her
head in affirmation, Madiha held the grenade in her good hand. She walked
through the group of soldiers, glancing briefly over their faces and forcing a
little smile for them. On the other side of them was a cleared area of the
field with distance markers and several black marks on the floor where previous
grenades had landed and burst.


Holding the
grenade under her injured arm, she used her weaker hand to pull the pin.


She waited,
and then threw the grenade with all of the strength of her good arm.


Her entire
body ached from the effort, but she hurled the grenade a good 50 meters.


She then
immediately threw herself on the ground as was the training procedure.


Though this
put even more strain on her arm, it was important to do things correctly.


In the
distance, the grenade went off with a dismal pop. Behind her, everyone clapped.


Several
soldiers stepped forward and helped her from the ground, dusting her off.


"Thank
you," she said to them, and then addressed the group at large.
"Remember, however, that it is important to throw it accurately and not just far
away. Our real grenades have a killing radius of 5 meters and an injury
radius of 15. Sometimes you must throw them 20 meters exactly; sometimes you
must do this while under stress. Practice your throwing whenever you can, and
practice throwing near and far. It will serve you well."


There were
nods from the crowd, and Lt. Munira continued to clap excitedly.


Madiha walked
through her soldiers once more, and watched them throw in her place.


Seated atop
the ruin of a waist-high wall a few meters from the soldiers, Madiha and
Parinita watched thirty throws from the Company's 1st Platoon. There were
some clumsy throws, and poor safety technique, but for the most part everyone
seemed to have the fundamentals well in hand, and nobody had their grenade
burst in their own hand.


Madiha congratulated
the group before taking her respectful leave of them.


"May
the light shine on you always, Colonel." Lt.
Munira said.


Parinita
and Madiha bowed their heads and went on their way.


"What
do you think?" She asked, once they were again walking in relative
privacy.


"I'm
pleased." Madiha replied.


"Everyone
has really stepped up since Bada Aso, haven't they?" Parinita said.


"It
was Bada Aso itself that made them stronger. They had to grow to survive
it."


"Yes,
but I feel that they are becoming better refined now, and not just
stronger."


Madiha
nodded her head. "Was I shaking when I threw that grenade?"


"You
looked a little off-balance. But nobody was distracted by it."


"Even
as I walked among them, nobody was frightened by my wounds."


"We've
seen worse happen to other comrades." Parinita said.


"But
not to the 'Hero of the Border.'" Madiha said. Though she felt
uncomfortable with the moniker, she was pragmatic enough to see its usefulness
at the moment. She was keenly aware that she needed to preserve this dignity in
order to keep morale steady.


Parinita
crossed her arms and looked skyward, thinking for a moment.


"Well;
think about it, in an action film, you expect the hero to end up covered in
wounds, but victorious! It's no different here. Everyone saw the bandages,
but they know you won."


Madiha
chuckled. She loved hearing Parinita make references to film.


Wandering
through the training field they paused to watch artillery fires, tank driving,
and infantry launching attacks on a house defended by a team with water guns.
At each stop they chatted with an officer and received some demonstrations.
Most of these activities were too high-impact for Madiha to participate in her
current state, so she respectfully declined to demonstrate them.
She especially did not want to be sprayed with red water.


Despite
this everywhere they went they received warm greetings.


Even the
most exhausted soldiers were cordial and energetic to them.


"See?
You're still the hero to them." Parinita said.


"I'd
rather not be a hero at all, but I'll
accept it for now." Madiha said.


From the
field, they made a quick stop at the canteen. Different training groups ate at
different times. Food was prepared around the clock to keep the Regiment's
few thousand mouths fed as they came. Madiha dropped in on the cooks at the
canteen and thanked them for their service -- it was its own form of heroism
keeping everyone fed.


Though they
were noncombatant staff, they saluted as strongly as any shuuja.


Madiha then
visited the infirmary. There was a squadron of soldiers ill with something they
caught together in their barracks, and a few knocked out by food poisoning and
allergies. One woman was bedridden with a sun-stroke. Everyone was pleased to
see the commander, despite her own injured state. Some felt emboldened to go
out themselves -- the medics quickly set them back toward their beds and had
none of that.


After the
field, barracks and facilities, her final destination was the depots.


Through the
gate, Madiha and Parinita approached the first set of depots. There were
engineers moving equipment into each depot, re-purposing the abandoned
buildings as workshops and storage spaces. Madiha found herself naturally
attracted to a big, open, hangar-like depot behind the rest, where she spotted
a familiar comrade from afar.


Sergeant
Agni, the brown-skinned, dark-haired, stone-faced engineer who had proven key
to the operation in Bada Aso, sat outside this depot, atop a rather large tank
with a unique appearance. She had her hair in a ponytail, and the ponytail
pinned in half against her head by a large clamp. She was dressed in greasy
pants and a tanktop undershirt that was, judging by some spots, originally
white. Now it was caked black, along with her arms and breast.


Hearing
their footsteps, she turned around from the tank's turret and greeted them.


"Hujambo."
she inanimately said. She raised her hand and waved a hammer.


"Hujambo!
What's the hammer for?" Parinita asked.


Agni looked
at it briefly and threw it over her shoulder.


She
shrugged. Parinita stared at her.


Madiha
smiled. "Say, Agni, what is that tank? It's not a hobgoblin is it?"


"No,
it is not."


Madiha
examined the new vehicle.


Over the
course of the battle of Bada Aso Madiha had become better acquainted with the
Hobgoblin. Though most were assigned to defend the Kalu, a small group had remained
in the city. She had found them quick, reliable, well armored and well armed.
Agni's tank had the familiar turret, with a bulging and rounded turret front
and a block-like gun mantlet from which the 76mm KnK-3 gun extended, and
long, sloped, partially rounded sides that overhung its squat, narrow neck, and
a pair of hatches at the top.


That
was where the similarities ended. While the Hobgoblin mounted the turret
toward the front, this tank had it in the center. It had a squat
and thicker body with a more steeply sloped front, and tracks and guards
that were as tall as the rest of the body rather than a step shorter. It
appeared more substantial than the hobgoblin, yet more compact.


"It
looks similar, because the Hobgoblin is a generic unit." Agni explained.
"It has a long history. After the Goblin's dismal performance in the
Cissean war and the Mamlakhan affairs, a prototype was developed called the
Kashyapa, produced secretly by the KVW along with the M.A.W and A.A.W firms.
From the Kashyapa, there were two paths we could take. A revolutionary design
called the Raktapata greatly expanded its capabilities, but was almost
impossible to reliably mass produce, so only a few were ever built for
continued experimentation. Meanwhile the Hobgoblin fixed a few problems, but it
was closer to the original and easier to produce. Solstice wishes to mainline
the Hobgoblin."


"So
the Hobgoblin is a fixed-up, genericized Kashyapa, and this is a
Raktapata?"


Agni shook
her head. "Yes, and then no, respectively. This tank," she rubbed her
hand on the armor atop the tank, "is a bunch of Raktapata spare parts that
we were given, cobbled together with a Hobgoblin engine and Ogre tracks to
create a mostly functional vehicle. I call it the Rakshasa Command Tank,
because it is yours, Colonel Nakar."


Madiha
blinked. "Mine? I thought I would get a command truck."


"I
thought you might appreciate this more. We received
a bare chassis and a bundle of parts, but with some help, I mounted the turret,
added tracks and installed the
communications kit. Then I did some work on the engine, and lubricated
everything--"


"Wait,"
Parinita interrupted, "Agni, does this vehicle have long range
radio?"


"I
spent all day going over it. I believe it does." Agni said.


Parinita
clapped her hands together and beamed with joy.


"Good.
So we have more dependable communication now. Do the Hobgoblins have
radios?" Madiha asked. "And what about the Ogres, Giants and Chimeras
we received?"


"Most
of them do. But the radios on non-Command models are very limited."


"That's
fine. As long as we're not completely cut off the waves in case of
emergency."


Agni nodded
her head. "Would you like to see the interior?"


"Is it
really greasy?" Parinita asked.


"Not
as much as it would seem from looking at me." Agni said.


Madiha smiled.


With
Parinita's help, she climbed atop the Rakshasa's engine compartment at the
back of the tank, and then helped Parinita up onto it. They opened the twin
hatches at the top of the tank and climbed down into the commander and gunner's
positions, seated side-by-side with the gun before them. In place of the extra
storage on the turret's rear extension and sides, there was radio equipment
mounted on brackets, with a little space between the walls and the radio boxes
to lessen the transfer of vibrations from the armor to the vacuum tubes.


Parinita's
seat was closer to the tank's right side and to the lower shell stowage. In
combat, she would switch from radio operator to loader. Madiha was seated
closer to the front of the turret with the gun controls. She would command, and
also shoot the gun.


It was not
an optimal arrangement, but it allowed them to stretch their tank personnel.


Unlike
Nocht, they could not count upon thousands of expert, purpose-trained tankers.


Below them
was the turret basket with the remaining equipment. This framework existed in
the neck of every turreted armored vehicle, anchoring their seats, and
housing the turret drives, oil pumps and various mechanisms for turret
operation. Madiha could, if she leaned down, see the back of the driver's seat,
and the floor of the tank was not too far below. She could still
"drop" down and hurt herself if she was too clumsy, however.


Compared to
the Goblin, it was fairly roomy, though the gun mechanism was larger.


Madiha
looked through the sights, while Parinita tried out the radio equipment.


Satisfied,
Parinita and Madiha climbed out of the tank and sat atop the turret.


"Looks
good. A significant improvement in firepower." Madiha said.


"I
love the radios! I almost want to relocate the HQ into this tank."
Parinita said.


"We
should. It would probably be safer." Madiha said. She gave a bitter little
chuckle.


"Due
to its improvised nature, this tank will certainly not perform as well as the
original Raktapata could, and will certainly be slower than a Hobgoblin."
Agni warned. "However, the armor profile was taken directly from the
Raktapata and is very strong. It will keep you safe."


"I
guess my dreams of becoming a frontline tank ace have been dashed." Madiha
said.


"Don't
even joke about that, it sounds like something you might do!" Parinita
said.


"It
will work adequately as a fire support and command vehicle." Agni said.


"As
long as it can fire colored smoke and make radio calls, I'm fine with it."


"It
can carry 35 shells, divided as you desire." Agni said.


"Can't
the hobgoblins carry 77?" Madiha asked, momentarily downcast.


"Radios."
Agni said, pointing sharply back to the turret.


"Right."


"We
also received another gift. Follow me."


Parinita
waved a hand in front of her face. "Can we follow upwind from you?"


Without
cleaning herself up one bit, Agni dropped from atop the tank and started
walking. Madiha and Parinita carefully stepped off the armor and followed her
back out to the street, and a few depots down. There was more activity at this
part of the base than Madiha had seen in days. In the distance she saw rows of
tanks parked outside. Chimera, Giant and Hobgoblin were becoming well
represented among their number. There was also a smaller tank model among them,
though it was not a Goblin.


"That's
a Kobold," Agni explained, "It’s a new light tank. Has a 45mm gun.
Boring."


"How
many of those things will we be saddled with?" Madiha asked.


"Only
20, as a reconnaissance group." Agni said. "Most of ours will be
Hobgoblins."


Madiha
breathed a sigh of relief. Light tanks in all their forms seemed a waste to
her.


Agni led
them to a small vehicle park at the end of the rows of depots, fenced off but
with the lock on its chain-link doors welded in half. Having forced entry, the
engineers arranged many of the incoming vehicles that would not fit in depots.
These included a pair of Giants that had yet to be thoroughly inspected and
made fit for use -- they would lie among the trucks and artillery carriers in
disuse until they could be thoroughly vetted. Agni weaved through the assembled
vehicles toward a singularly tall and broad half-tracked truck.


Tied to the
back of this truck was a very large object covered in a tarp.


Pulling off
the tarp, Agni revealed a very large artillery gun. It was mounted on a set of
tractor tracks, but it was not self-propelled. It had a bore larger than a
human head, and upon its enormous barrel was an exterior recoil cylinder about
as tall as a fully-grown Ayvartan adult. On the whole the construction was
incredibly robust.


It was an
intimidating weapon.


Madiha
became suddenly excited. Her eyes lit up visibly at the sight of the weapon.


She even
smiled like a girl being handed a beautiful doll.


"It's
a 203mm Vajra!" She said aloud. She rushed to its side and touched it.


Parinita,
giggling, followed behind her. Both were dwarfed by the size of the gun.


"We
received a trio of the guns, likely to take it off the hands of the Tambwean
forces moreso than for our own use." Agni said. "We really can't
service them properly yet."


"Oh,
really?" Madiha said, deflated. Of course, she suspected that as a mobile
force, the sluggish, gigantic 203mm gun was not meant for their kind of
warfare. Even the Giant was a significant drain on their mobility, and that was
a tank with a smaller gun. The 203mm was so large it could only be transported
either by train, in pieces on a heavy cargo plane, or by the equally massive Vifaru 10-ton half-tracked
carrier parked with it.


"More
important than the gun, I believe, is the associated ammunition." Agni
said.


She
unceremoniously pulled a tarp off from over the back of the Vifaru's truck bed.


Stored
beneath that tarp were several strangely-shaped artillery shells. Each had a
different overall design, though they all shared a sharp, likely explosive
warhead similar to those on the 152mm gun on the Giant. None were like the
gigantic 203mm Vajra shells Madiha had seen previously. Instead they had
strange frames around slimmer shells. Some had cylindrical bumps around
the shell exterior, while others ended in conical exhausts.


Madiha
could not make heads or tails of what they were meant to do.


"Are
these supposed to be rockets?" Madiha asked, throwing out a wild guess.


Agni nodded
her head. "Experimental ramjet shells. Supposedly 40 km max range."


"I'll
believe it when I see it, though I doubt I ever will." Madiha replied.


Rockets
were not unheard of. Most advanced nations had some kind of rocket.


Ayvartan planes
operated ground attack rockets fired from the wings of their planes, much like
the Nochtish Luftlotte's rockets. These
rockets were shot by diving at a steep angle and firing them at line of sight
targets. Because of their inaccuracy, several rockets had to be fired to hit a
tank or other valuable target. Most of the time, aircraft rockets were used to
bombard infantry. In such a role the effect was comparable to a heavy mortar
attack.


Though the
velocity and potential range of a rocket were enviable, Madiha seriously
doubted a rocket fired out of a cannon would ever be as reliable or useful
as a shell.


"You
probably won't ever see it in action. I believe the project is close to
shutting down. Agni said. "They're hard to shoot anyway; and even
then we're not authorized to use them."


"Do you
think you could shoot one?" Madiha asked with a smile.


Agni twined
a lock of hair around her index finger. "Probably." she said.


It was hard
enough to fire an ordinary shell out at the distances the 203mm gun could hit
and do so accurately. Taking into account the unknown factor of a ramjet rocket
being shot out of the gun, the mathematics involved would likely stump any of
their artillery commanders and render the weapon nearly useless at its
intended, extreme ranges. However Madiha had faith Agni could do it if she
tried. Agni was sort of a genius.


After Agni
put the tarps back over the gun and shells, Parinita clapped her hands.


"Looks
like that's the end of our inspection." She said. "Let's go
eat!"


She smiled
sweetly. Madiha thought she heard a low, wet growling noise.


"Agreed.
I could use a good plate of lentils." Madiha said.


"I
will have a curry." Agni said, raising her hand over her shoulder.


Madiha and
Parinita stared at her. Sweat glistened over the greased caked across her.


"Oh,
in that case, give me a moment." Parinita said.


She hopped
over the couplings on the back of the Vifura, and disappeared.


Madiha
stared from Agni, who made no expression, to the Vifura, confused.


Moments
later, Parinita returned, dragging along a white hose.


Under the Vifura's
chassis, Madiha could see the hose trailing along to the far back of the
vehicle park, where there was likely a water truck waiting for its moment to
shine.


"Colonel, step
aside!" Parinita shouted.


Madiha fled
instantly.


Agni stared
at the hose without so much of a twitch of the eyes.


Parinita
pulled a lever on the metal head at the end of the hose.


A
low-pressure jet of water gushed out of the nozzle and instantly
doused Agni.


Grease and
sweat and oil slicked off the engineer as Parinita targeted her limbs and her
breast with several dozen gallons a minute, and arced the gray-blue
lash up into the air to rain water down over Agni's head. Throughout
the aqueous assault, Agni stood as still as a pillar with her arms limps
at her sides, her face inexpressive and covered by her wet hair. Water
cascaded down her clinging top, over her pants, into her shoes, pulling
down gunk.


More and
more pleasantly brown skin was exposed from under muck.


Black goo
pooled at Agni's feet and glistened with a myriad colors beneath the sun.


Parinita
shut off the hose and dropped it behind the Vifaru.


She clapped
her hands repeatedly, as if wiping them clean of this matter.


"You're
welcome!" She said cheekily, before starting back toward the road.


She left
behind an engineer thoroughly drenched but free of accumulated filth.


Agni pulled
her hair from her face and squeezed it as dry as she could.


She turned
a flat gaze to Madiha, who had sought cover around the vehicles.


"Am I
cleared to eat now, Commander?" She asked, spitting out water.


Madiha
could not honestly tell whether she was resigned, miserable, or what.


She was
distracted from the sight of the soaked Agni by the sound of the fence
clinking.


Looking
between the vehicles, Madiha spotted Padmaja running in from the road.


Her eyes
were moist and red and her voice cracked with stress and fatigue.


She barely
paused for breath upon meeting Madiha and Parinita, clearly distressed.


"Colonel,
Colonel!" She shouted. "Colonel, Sgt. Minardo is in trouble!
She's trapped!"


Madiha's felt
her chest sink into her stomach. "Trapped how? What do you mean?


She knew
where and she knew how. There was only one place. Ocean Police Station.


"She's
being detained!" Padmaja shouted. "The Rangdan Council is detaining
her!"


Parinita's
face turned white. Madiha could not believe what she was hearing.


"How
is she detained? What happened?" Madiha asked, struggling to process it
all.


"I
don't know! Her military interpreter says that a man came and detained
her!"


"That's
just-- they were supposed to be cooperating! This is against the Akjer
act."


Madiha
raised her hand to her face, rubbing on her injured temple. Parinita covered
her mouth with her hands and stared between Padmaja, who was weeping and
distraught, and the Colonel, who struggled to cope with the sights and sounds
and torments her mind was suddenly conjuring up and buckling under. Minardo was
in danger; and so were Bercik and Kirsten. If the morning was any indication,
this was all Mansa's doing.


And if it
was Mansa's doing then he did not care about the laws and regulations.


He was in
Rangda and he had decided that here, he would become the
law now.


"What
are we going to do, Madiha?" Parinita asked, her lips quivering.


"We'll
demand she be turned over." Madiha said. "I don't know what else to
do."


Parinita
shook her head. "Will they do
it? If they went through this mess to grab her--"


Madiha
looked at her with a sudden fire in
her eyes. "We'll make them do it."


 


Rangda -- Ocean Road Police Station


"Everyone knows the plan? Good. Dismount
and mind your trigger discipline."


Civilian
cars and trucks cleared the thoroughfare as a large convoy took over Ocean
Road. There was a collective shiver across the ranks of the civil police squadron stationed outside the
ocean road police station as the Rompo trucks lined up across the street. There
were twenty trucks in a long line, each packed with ten soldiers and their
supplies.


Ramps went
down from beneath the tarps fastened over the truck beds, and dozens of men and
women piled out of them in hasty but disciplined ranks of their own. They
formed their own makeshift firing line ten times
the strength of the police line, and much more heavily armed. There were Danava-type
light machine Guns, BKV anti-tank rifles and Rasha submachine guns on the soldier's
hands. All of this automatic and semi-automatic firepower was passively opposed
by old police-issue bolt-action bundu rifles.


Civilians
on the street rushed past
the scene as if they had urgent business elsewhere.


From among
the soldiers a startling bugle sounded, further shaking up the police forces.


In the
middle of the procession, an armored half-track with a 45mm gun turret let down
its own metal ramp, and from the back appeared Colonel Nakar, making a most
unexpected visit to ocean road. One of her arms hung almost limp at her side,
rarely moved as she approached the station, flanked by a pair of well-armed
women. On her head was a large peaked cap, and she boasted an intimidating
black eyepatch as well.


Those
accompanying her knew that she had a bad arm that was causing her much agony,
that the eyepatch hid an inflamed and suffering eye and that her hair had been
styled to cover bandages, but the police were too busy contending with a
full-blown motorized Rifle Company at their doorstep to examine the woman's
physical condition.


"My
name is Colonel Madiha Nakar of the 1st Order of Lena, Defenders of Bada Aso, Gold Banner Askari Motorized Rifle Regiment." She
shouted toward the police line. "In violation of civil-military cooperation
you are illegally holding a soldier of the Socialist Dominances of Solstice in
detainment without lodging a formal compliant and without the presence of a
military advisor or commissar. I demand Staff Sergeant Logia Minardo be
released into my custody effective immediately, or I shall take extraordinary
measures to recover her. In addition I demand the transfer of the two Nochtish Suspected Subversive Persons into
military custody as per the terms of the Akjer Intelligence Act of
2025."


At once, as
if by mere coincidence, the rifle troops pulled the bolts on their
weapons.


Atop the
armored half-track, the 45mm gun scanned across the police line.


"Failure
to comply with my demands will be met with the full force of military
law!"


Gulab
Kajari tightened her unsteady grip on her submachine gun. Standing at the
Colonel's side along with Chadgura and Nikka, she pulled the bolt on her own
gun as instructed. She then raised her gaze back to the police line, her weapon
held against her chest, at the ready, but with the barrel facing the
floor. Her heart pumped viciously. She felt her pulse more acutely than usual,
hyper-aware of her own physicality in this nerve-wracking situation.


To every
deity she could think of, she prayed she would not have to shoot anyone.


Everyone
around her, for all their composure, likely had the same thought.


All of them
trusted Colonel Nakar. She had a plan to get everyone out safe.


She prayed
the plan worked; that the plan ended up bloodless.


She did not
want to have to fight volunteer police. There was not one face in the phalanx
that looked to her like a fighter, much less a killer. There were old men and
women who were trying to keep active; late
teens freshly graduated from the youth league and trying to do their
communities a service; adults who just wanted to keep the kids out of trouble
or who felt drawn to a novel street job and never thought they would have to
pick up a rifle.


Gulab had
never even seen the volunteer police fighting or armed. Normally she just saw
them walking around in uniforms. They helped
get pets out of trees and cleaned up sidewalk trash for goodness' sakes --
they were by no means any kind of tactical force.


She did not
want to shoot anyone here! She didn't want to have to fight civilians!


Particularly
because Colonel Nakar had them all load up with training ammunition!


Their
counterparts, though the weaker force, had real ammunition to shoot back.


At this
range however, even dummy shot would have caused injuries.


Intimidation
would be their chief weapon; their only weapon.


Gulab kept
her expression an icy neutral, modeling herself after Nikka.


Compared to
the civil police, she certainly looked like an aloof, experienced killer.


She
marveled at the bravery or boneheadedness of the volunteer police in front of
her, who though clearly distressed and outnumbered never broke rank or
retreated. They visibly fretted in front of her, shaking in their boots and
quivering with their old rifles in their hands. They did not so much as make a
peep in protest, perhaps prepared to be blasted to pieces to defend the
doorway. Or perhaps they had a plan of their own.


"I
demand to speak with an officer immediately about the conduct of this
station!"


Colonel
Nakar's words hung in the empty air. Nobody seemed to have the authority to
respond. Across the street the unsteady rifle phalanx remained in place in
front of the door to the police station, guarding the main entrance. There did
not seem to be an officer among them -- everyone manning this naked barricade was
a simple volunteer.


Facing the
silent deadlock, Colonel Nakar raised her open palm into the air.


At once Lt.
Munira's M-Company moved forward
step by step until they were about a meter behind Colonel Nakar, who herself
was only about a dozen meters from the police.


The Colonel
kept her hand in the air and open. A closed fist would mean "shoot."


It was this
sight that nearly broke the police line. Many cowered back closer to the police
station, until the phalanx ceased to be a bayonet square and became an
amorphous mob. Gulab felt a terrible taste in her mouth, having to scare these
men and women like this; but they had left them with no choice but to do so,
given their own crooked actions.


Come on,
let her go, Gulab
silently begged. For a tense moment there was no response.


Colonel
Nakar made an exasperated noise. Gulab thought she saw her fingers
moving--


Then there
was a sign of life; the inscrutable glass doors to the police station opened
and disgorged a large group of rifle-armed volunteer police flanking a smaller
group of people and escorting them out. Gulab immediately spotted Staff
Sergeant Minardo and felt a great sense of relief. She was walking with her
hands cuffed behind her back, being handled somewhat roughly by a man in a suit
and tie. Directly behind her were two men of a paler complexion, also
handcuffed, and a taller, darker-skinned man who was being held by two shorter
men. All of them were walked out to the street, unshackled, and promptly pushed
past the phalanx. Throwing a last contemptuous look at the man in the suit, who
grinned malevolently back at her, Minardo started toward Madiha with the young
men in tow.


Everyone
watched as she crossed the line of military weapons without
incident. 


In this
fashion the standoff was quite
abruptly diffused. M-Company promptly climbed back on their transports. Gulab
followed Chadgura and Nikka, behind Colonel Nakar, the Staff Sergeant, the
interpreter and their new guests, all packed into the back of the Gbahali
armored half-track. They sat on the floor and on benches along the walls of the
vehicle. Above them, the 45mm turret returned to its neutral position, and the
gunner disarmed the breech.


"Are
you unhurt?" Colonel Nakar asked.


"Aside
from being manhandled a bit, I'm fine." Sgt. Minardo replied.


In the
reverse of the order that they arrived, the Rompo trucks peeled off from the
line and turned around, driving down Ocean Road. Once again the Gbahali was in
the center of the procession. Gulab let out a breath she felt she had been holding
for an hour now. She was thankful the plan was executed well; but worried
that it was needed at all.


"What
exactly happened in there?" Colonel
Nakar asked.


"I was
locked in the interrogation room after refusing access to these two."


Sgt.
Minardo pointed her thumb over her shoulder at the two men.


Both of
them had glum, worried faces, and were quietly rubbing their wrists.


"Was
that an authority from
Rangda?" Colonel Nakar said.


"He
was a councilman. He had me locked up after objecting to our secrecy."


Colonel
Nakar pulled up her eyepatch and rubbed her bad eye.


"I
take it then that Mansa is trying
to put pressure on us."


"Yes,
he must be. Colonel, I believe this
was all a provocation." Sgt. Minardo said.


"Provocation
to what? For what purpose?"


"He
wanted you to take an aggressive action; he will wipe away the catalyst for
that action and make it into a story of your overreach and make some demand of
you."


Colonel
Nakar took in a deep breath and exhaled miserably.


"He
sent a councilor from Adjar to the headquarters this morning. A woman from my
past. She started making absurd demands and ended up bickering with me. He
probably knew we have history and that it would help rile me up or make me
panic." She said.


"It
could have also been a distraction while he worked to isolate me." Sgt.
Minardo said.


Gulab could
not fill in all of the blanks here, but she knew these were dire events.


"Whatever
his plan, he got a rise out of me." Colonel Nakar bowed her head.
"All of this is my fault. When I recovered the Plans, I should have taken
these two back to the base with me, and you as well. I should not have taken
for granted the police's cooperation. I was too focused on securing the Plans
and didn't think of the possible consequences."


"Now,
now," Sgt. Minardo said, "you acted in good faith and according to
the law."


"I
acted stupidly; I was naive. I should've been more careful." Colonel Nakar
said.


"Less
trusting? More forceful?" Sgt. Minardo said, looking at her with concern.


Colonel
Nakar averted her eyes and stared into the armored wall of the vehicle.


Sgt.
Minardo reached into her military coat and withdrew a piece of paper.


"I'm
almost positive this is what has emboldened him to act." She said.


She handed
the piece, a bit of newspaper, to the Colonel, who looked it over.


"When
it rains, it pours." Colonel Nakar grumbled, crumpling up the paper.


Gulab only
got a glance at the words "8th Division" and wondered what it meant.


 


Tambwe Dominance, City of Rangda
-- Council Building


"Ah, good, good!"


Councilman
Mansa exclaimed with amusement at the sight of the men coming through his
double doors. It had been a good day for the Councilor. His enemies had acted
predictably and he had made many new friends. Seated meekly in a corner of the
room was one of them, a fascinating young woman from Adjar whose father Mansa
had met many times in the simpler days before Akjer. He had insisted Chakrani
join him in greeting the officers of his 8th Ram Rifle Division. He had assured
her that unlike Nakar, they were disciplined and loyal, and they would do the
utmost to help her reclaim the strength of her people.


"Chakrani,
these are the men who will help us. You can count on them. They will protect
you from that barbarian Nakar. When next you confront her, it will be at our advantage."


"Yes
sir." She said unenthusiastically. "Thank you sir."


Though the
8th Division was arriving half tomorrow and half another day, Mansa had the
officers flown in to begin setting up the temporary headquarters in the Council
building. There were a few familiar faces among their roster, loyal and stern,
but one man stood out among them as a new
friend. Tall and sleek, with a hooked nose, and brown-blond hair,
dressed in the muted green uniform and garrison cap of the Territorial Army.


He was a
welcome sight.


Chakrani
stared at him skeptically, crossing her arms over her chest.


"In
Ayvarta, it is customary for the visitor to introduce themselves first."
Mansa said.


Across the
room, the foreign man
flashed a friendly grin and tipped his cap at them.


"Ah,
truly? In that case: I am Brigadier General Gaul Von Drachen."


 


 




 


 






















47. Coup De Coeur


 


51st of the Aster's Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


 


Tambwe Dominance, City of Rangda -- Council
Building


 


At the turn of midnight the
Rangdan Council building was abuzz with activity.


The
Governor's Office was particularly busy. There were civil servants elbow to
elbow on the carpet and along the walls, and so much chatter that no one voice
seemed to rise over the rest. There were drinks on hand, and many toasts called
to seemingly nothing in particular. Arthur Mansa presided over the extravagant
gathering, seated as if on a throne, behind the governor's desk that should
have belonged to his then-missing son.


Despite the
chatter, the thrust of this spirited discussion felt impossible to
follow.


As far as
Chakrani Walters knew she was in a meeting to decide a course of action
following the flagrant abuses of military power exhibited by the 1st Regiment
during the events of the preceding days. It was very late at night, but
Chakrani was not tired. She was accustomed to the night life, and indeed night
was when she was most active. As a hostess, as a dedicated party-goer and as a
lover, she was at her most vivid and alert in the night.


And yet,
the tone of the conversation in Mansa's office was inscrutable to her.


She felt
drowsy trying to read the mood and to follow the discussion. There was nothing
concrete being said. Mansa was laughing, drinking and carrying himself as if
hosting a party. His closest officials were acting more like room decor.
These men gained life only when prompted and only for the barest hint of
agreement, a nodding of the head, a quick clap of the hands. There was no
mention of Madiha or Solstice for the longest time.


Not that
Chakrani was especially keen to think about Madiha these days, but it was
necessary to put aside grudges for the good of the people, and she had to
be ready.


Whether
anyone else even cared about her feelings was another story entirely.


The scene
reminded Chakrani of exoticized portraits of the old Imperial court. Had
Mansa's fingers been covered in golden rings and a crown been set upon his
scalp, he could have been a king surrounded by smiling courtiers
immortalized in acrylics.


Chakrani
felt isolated. She sat on a padded chair, one in a line of several extending
along a corner of the room parallel to Mansa's desk, at once too near
and too apart from his court. Everyone was dressed too well for the occasion,
she thought. Though she had her ringlets done as pretty as ever, her attire was
a drab skirt suit, her only good one, which had received quite a workout over
the week. Meanwhile there were men in tuxes and fine coats and shiny shoes, and
the occasional lady in a bright dress come to bring drinks.


Every other
tongue was flapping, but she did not speak, for she knew not what she could
say. Though she had prepared some notes, they felt irrelevant in the current
climate. Nobody here seemed interested in the summary from her discussion
with a trio of Adjar's remaining Council members -- three only because the rest
had given up their posts. It did not seem like the time or place to talk about
refugees, about food and work assistance.


"Ms.
Walters."


She heard
Mansa's commanding voice and turned on her chair to address him.


"Yes
sir?"


"How
do you like your wine? Red, white-- palm, perhaps?"


Several
sets of eyes turned at once to face her.


Chakrani
contained a scoff. What a ridiculous question to be asked! She was not much of
a wine drinker. She preferred mixed local drinks with a fleeting edge of
hard liquor to them. Ayvarta was not a country of grapes. And what did it have
to do with anything?


"I
drink palm wine, but not often." Chakrani wearily replied.


Mansa
smiled, and beckoned someone close.


Through the
doorway, a woman in a bright, elegant dress approached. She was tall and dark
and very pretty, with a swinging figure and a heaving bosom and a large bottle
of palm wine. She approached with a grin on her face and performed an
almost lascivious curtsy for Chakrani, exposing some chest. Pulling up a chair,
the woman sat beside her and poured her a drink. She remained at her side,
laying a too-playful hand over Chakrani's lap. Her body gave off a strong scent
of mixed sweat and perfume and a hint of booze.


Once the
drink was served Mansa gave Chakrani a smirk that sent her shivering.


He was as
smugly satisfied as if he had done her a favor. She felt insulted.


Soon as he
had brought her company, Mansa turned his attention elsewhere.


Perhaps she
had been too quick to judge, but she had thought him a serious and committed
person when they had met on and off the past week. Chakrani was aware
of his strong track record in Solstice politics, thought of as an eternal
incumbent with an invulnerable base of support and a grand diplomatic air. Not
only that, but she knew him distantly through his father -- the two of them had
spoken and met and done business before the dire time of Akjer. She had thought
of him as a man of leadership and scruples. Was this evening characteristic of
how he carried out his vaunted diplomacy?


As the
night went the strange procession continued. At her side the woman tried to
make polite conversation. Mansa turned to her several times and asked about her
days as a hostess, about her family life and upbringing; and each time he cut
her off with his own tales of days past. He talked to her about his days as a
patron of business. He talked about old Rangda, and he talked about the old
Regional Court. It was stifling. She almost wanted to weep. She barely got
a word in except to the lady he had provided for her company, who nodded and
laughed and cooed at her, perhaps drunkenly.


Gradually
Chakrani noticed the courtiers peeling off from the crowd and the room starting
to thin out. Mansa grew more reserved; at her side, the woman in the dress,
whose name Chakrani had not been able to coax out at all, clung closer to her
and drank the remaining wine out of Chakrani's glass. Chakrani thought this was
her own cue to leave. But when she stood, the woman threw her arms around
her and Mansa raised his hand.


"No,
Ms. Walters, as a serious woman of politics, I expect you to stay." He
said.


Another
ridiculous notion!


Chakrani
blinked and settled back down on her chair. She peeled the drunk woman's arms
away from her waist, trying to get her to sort herself out in her own damned
chair--


And doing
so, she spotted a small handgun clipped to her suddenly exposed upper
thigh.


She tried
to show no incongruous changes in expression, but it was difficult.


Chakrani
had only ever seen a gun up-close once when she took off Madiha's belt.


She was
clearly unused to the particular world of politics that she had stepped into.


"Ah,
good, good!"


Preoccupied
as she was with whether the woman at her side was fictionally drunk or
factually capable of operating a firearm, Chakrani did not immediately notice a
new set of men coming discreetly through the door. Mansa clapped his hands once
for the arrivals, and this caused Chakrani to turn her head. He in turn
acknowledged her once more.


"Chakrani,
meet the loyal men of Rangda's own 8th Ram Rifle Division. They will help us
take care of our little Nakar problem, as well as help your people regain their
strength."


Chakrani
went along with it. Mansa said something else, about confronting Madiha, about
how these men would protect her from Madiha; she nodded affirmatively at his
every word and said her 'yes'es and 'thank you's. She was not paying him the
proper attention, examining the army men and beginning to fear for her own
position in this discussion.


There were
several ordinary men of some rank or other; but there was one man who drew her
attention the most. He was fairly tall, athletic and slim, with a rugged,
handsome appearance, tanned, with a hooked nose, and a hint of slick blond hair
under his cap.


His chest
was decorated with many medals. He had more decorations than she had ever seen,
though her only point of comparison was Madiha's chest, years ago.


When he
spoke his name at Mansa's command, Chakrani stifled a gasp.


Brigadier
General Gaul Von Drachen.


She was immediately
sure no such person truly existed in Rangda's armed forces.


And the
looks of anxiety on the faces of the rest of the men seemed to confirm this.


Though they
would not say it, these men were being dragged into something.


She, too,
was being dragged into something.


Mansa,
however, was delighted to have the man here. He welcomed him jovially.


"Our
greatest asset arrives! Well, Let us speak discretely for now, General
Drachen--"


"Von Drachen, my good man. You see, Drachen
alone, does not convey--"


"General Von Drachen," Mansa
correct himself, cutting off the Brigadier, "I take it that your
preparations are complete and you will be ready to assist me by the agreed
date."


"It
should take my gruppen no later than the
54th to arrive. My jagers are here with
me."


Chakrani
felt her face go white at the sound of Nochtish words, confirming her fears.


Mansa's
expression briefly darkened. "I believe I was clear that the date was the
53rd."


"We
could potentially make the 53rd, but I am being
realistic. You never know what will happen in the field of battle, especially
where deception is concerned. I believe in leaving some leg-room
available when making predictions." Von Drachen replied.


"You
talk much to say very little, General." Mansa replied.


"You
could stand to talk a little more, Sir." Von Drachen said, smiling.


For a
moment the two men appraised each other in silence.


Mansa
steepled his fingers and proceeded with the conversation. "I believe
some of us in the room share a mutual acquaintance who is noticeably
absent from this discussion."


"Hmm?"
Von Drachen made a noise and stared blankly.


"Ms.
Walters, I should very much like for our misguided friend Madiha Nakar to come
and sit with us soon. Would it be possible for you to fetch her for us?"
Mansa said.


Chakrani
felt her insides constrict with dread. All throughout she had been feeling like
a hostage trapped in a dangerous situation, and she had been right. This Von
Drachen was a man from Nocht and Mansa was plotting something. This was
what they wanted her for; they just wanted to get to Madiha and she was the way
that they settled on. Her eyes glanced over to the woman at her side, who was
still clinging sleepily to her.


Would
acknowledging any of this put her in undue danger? Chakrani was not some
soldier or spy. She was a young woman under the stars who liked to drink
and carouse and make love to women. That she put together these clues was
no great feat, she thought. Anyone in this situation would have thought the
same. But her sense of self-preservation, more developed than that of a
reckless hero, screamed for her to quiet.


In this
situation her blood chilled and her heart slowed. She helplessly complied.


"I
could certainly try, sir. But would not an official missive be more
appropriate?"


She thought
the more respectful she acted, the safer she would be.


Mansa
smiled. "I'm afraid she has become too unstable for official contact. At
this pivotal time in our diplomacy, we cannot afford to let her run rampant.
Surely you understand. You know her, after all; she has hurt you before. She
cannot be swayed by the law."


Chakrani
felt her tongue grow heavy. Just hearing others speaking about that
woman set off
a chain reaction of conflicting emotions in Chakrani's head and heart that she buckled
under almost as badly as she did under the anxiety she felt at this
predicament.


"Madiha
Nakar is difficult sir, but I think if you take a peaceable solution--"


Across the
room General Von Drachen's face lit up with child-like glee.


"Councilman,
do you mean to say Sergeant
Nakar of Bada Aso fame, is here?" He said.


"Colonel;
but yes. She leads the 1st. Regiment her in Rangda. Though I tried to integrate
her into our affairs I have found she leans too far from us to be of
assistance, as she is now. But I desire to convince her; I'm sure that I can,
given time and opportunity." Mansa said. His voice was taking on a hint of
disdain for the General he had so seemingly prized moments ago.


"I'm
afraid convincing is out of the question." Von Drachen clapped his hands.
"If you are a man who wishes to neutralize the threat of her, I'm afraid
only murder will suffice."


Chakrani
sat up tighter against the backrest of her seat in shock.


Mansa
sighed. "We're not going to murder her."


"Oh,
but you must! She will dismantle any well-laid plans you have with
ruthless alacrity unless you let me dislodge her brains into a nearby wall
post-haste, my good man!"


Mansa
brought his hands up against his face.


"Councilman,
what is he talking about?" Chakrani shouted. Some part of her brain simply
could not suppress all of the scandal in this room enough to pretend that
everything was still fine. In such a complicated situation even her desire to
lay low and leave the room unscathed and out of bondage was overwhelmed by her
sense of right.


Madiha
Nakar was a killer, she had killed before, and she told herself her killing was
right; that was the image Chakrani fought to hold in her mind. There were other
images, some less grave, some distressingly fond, all of which battled in her
mind and rendered her final perception volatile and erratic; but this
unified picture was the one she thought she wanted to
see. Madiha Nakar was a killer, her father's killer. And yet, Chakrani would
never agree to simply shoot her like an animal behind a shed. In any civilized
world she could have been challenged and defeated and tried for her injustice.


That was
what Chakrani wanted. She wanted justice! She wanted to be heard!


She wanted
to have her suffering redressed! She wanted relief!


She did not
want to have Madiha killed!


Every
conviction she held screamed now that she had to oppose this meeting.


And yet she
was the least of the powers in the room.


Her body
remained frozen as the men continued to stare each other down.


Mansa remained
speechless. Chakrani almost hoped he was not fully corrupted.


Meanwhile
the gleeful Nochtish man seemed confident in his position.


Von Drachen
ignored Chakrani's outburst. "I will tell it to you plainly,
Councilman."


"I do
not want to hear it!" Mansa shouted, standing up from his desk.


"You
brought me here for a reason--"


"Yes,
we have a deal and part of that deal is you listen to
me, Cissean!"


Mansa was
growing irate; while Von Drachen's smirking expression never changed.


"We
can do nothing about this '1st Regiment' if Madiha Nakar is leading it. You
brought me here to help check their power in your city, did you not? You want
to remain capable of independent operation? You want to maneuver to power? Well
you cannot do any of that effectively unless something is swiftly done about
Madiha Nakar's command."


"Something
will be done!" Mansa replied. "At my discretion, with my
methods!"


Chakrani
channeled her anxiety into a final surge of bravery. She
shouted desperately.


"I
have no connection to Madiha Nakar anymore, Councilman! I cannot help
you!"


She stood
up from her seat and started toward the door.


Click.


Chakrani
felt the gun at the nape of her neck and raised her hands.


Behind her,
the woman in the dress seemed almost disappointed to have to hold her up.


She was not
drunk, nor sleepy; her sexualized act was replaced by cold stoicism.


Chakrani
was sure that this woman would shoot. She froze completely.


Mansa
sighed ever more deeply. He rubbed his hands over his face again.


"I am
so upset right now. I expected all of this to transpire so much more
cleanly. Mark my words, Cissean, your superiors will
know my displeasure." He calmly said.


Von Drachen
shrugged childishly in response.


"It
seems I am doomed never to be listened to." He cryptically said.


After
addressing the General, Mansa turned a stoic eye on Chakrani.


"Child,
you will pen a missive and meet Madiha Nakar at a specified location. One
of our agents will then persuade her to meet with our Council and make a peace.
We will not harm either of you. I am merely answering her obstinacy with my
own. A diplomat needs an opportunity to speak. I am merely seizing an
opportunity to speak: with Madiha, with Rangda, and ultimately, with Solstice,
and with Nocht. I am making my stage here. While the rest of the world devolves
to madness, I will make Rangda a pillar of order. Alone, or not."


Chakrani
started to weep. She could not believe that she would come away unharmed from a
request made at gunpoint. She had foolishly walked into something awful now.
Not even Mansa's calm and stoic words could assuage her. In fact, the calm with
which he spoke made his words even more frightening. He was the most dangerous
one here.


What kind
of peace would he make with Madiha, when he was already preparing military
force against her? What kind of peace could be made with Nocht other than
giving up this city to their mercy? He might not kill anyone; but there would
be blood nonetheless.


But she was
helpless, and could say nothing more than "yes sir," in a choked
voice.


Mansa
nodded his head, and raised his hand.


At
Chakrani's back, the woman laid down her weapon.


Mansa's sweet,
almost fatherly demeanor returned as he sat back down.


"I
knew you would understand, Ms. Walters. Madiha will listen to you. I'm sure of
it. Bring her here, and I will speak a truth to her that will change her
outlook." He said, smiling.


 


Rangda -- 8th Division Base, HQ


Past the crack of dawn, a sleek dark figure
swooped into the base.


Flying over
sleeping guards in their posts, crossing over every fence and sandbag.


Through the
window of an important building it blew in with the cool morning
breeze.


Atop the
main nest, Kali reappeared carrying a large, unmoving rat in its mouth.


Fire-Eyes,
collapsed on this big wooden nest, did not notice the creature's arrival.


Kali
dropped the rat beside its sleeping friend and pushed it with
its beak.


Fire-Eyes
shook as Kali pushed the rat against it. Several times the morsel collided with
its good arm, and Fire-Eyes swept it back mindlessly. Kali pushed it
close to it again.


Obstinately,
Kali continued to shove Fire-Eyes until it opened one of its eyes to see it.


It woke
with a shock; these upright dragons seemed easily startled of late.


Then almost
immediately it calmed, holding its hand against a mildly bulging chest.


Drawing
deep breaths, Fire-Eyes picked at the straight, black follicles extending
from its head to around level of its neck, and it arranged them
behind one of its soft brown head-spikes. Sighing, it addressed Kali in
its language, which Kali partially understood.


"Kali,
you scared me. Where have you been? Just hunting rats?" It asked.


Kali turned
its head to its side. It normally did this to try to catch a different view of Fire-Eyes'
aura. Unlike most upright-dragons, Fire-Eyes had a very complicated aura that
was very attractive and textured and difficult to read without looking at it
from various angles. Fire-Eyes seemed to try to mimic this by tilting its own
head in response.


But Kali
knew Fire-Eyes was probably too stupid to read Kali's aura back.


It had
never correctly ascertained anything from the aura, if it could even do
so.


"Kali,
I do not eat rats. Rats are not human food." Fire-Eyes said.


From her
aura, Kali could discern that she was distressed and disgusted by the rat.


Kali put on
a disappointed expression, grabbed the rat, and chucked it off the nest.


It hit one
of the guards resting near the door and caused it to fall down, startled.


Fire-Eyes
palmed its strange, relatively flat snout and started to busy itself with
the fake wood pulp leaves that upright-dragons liked to collect so much.
It was a very odd trait.


To think
it was trying to do all of this bizarre nest-making without eating even
one rat.


Kali thought
Fire-Eyes was a very stupid dragon despite its size. It desperately
needed an experienced dragon like Kali to care for it. Kali was happy to
oblige. Kali had taken care of many broods, mostly other upright-dragons who
had complicated auras and could not take care of themselves. Of all these
nestlings, Fire-Eyes was unique.


In fact,
Fire-Eyes was very special.


It had
found Fire, hence the name Kali gave to it, and why Kali accepted the name that
it gave back. No Dragon had found Fire in a very long time, so Fire-Eyes
was important. Kali's siblings and the siblings of its elders had all
passed into dust without having found the Fire again. Kali itself, accomplished
as it was, could only blow Air. It was powerful and had felled many
powerful foes, but it was not Fire. So Fire-Eyes was special.


But
Fire-Eyes was also a very stupid dragon. It was a big and beautiful dragon
but it was as stupid as it was big. It never went out to hunt.
It seemed content to eat leaves and nuts and fruit all day. And
it could not fly or float, which was the most puzzling thing of all. None
of these dragons could fly. But Fire-Eyes had found Fire, so Kali assumed
it would have been smart enough to fly. it
was not and could not. It was very strange.


So Kali
decided out of the infinite generosity in its lungs to find Fire-Eyes a
nice rat.


Fire-Eyes
reacted predictably. Upright dragons were very slow to learn to eat rats.


Some of
them never quite picked up on the fact that rats were meant to be eaten.


Kali had
seen many upright-dragons pass into dust without eating a single rat.


Regardless,
Kali was a generous being with large lungs full of compassion and so it would
wait another eternity for Fire-Eyes to learn to eat rats or to pass into dust.


Fire-Eyes
paced the room, playing at nest-making with her fake leaves. On the other
nests, she found Fire-Eyes' poorly-picked nestmate, whom Kali dubbed
"Dawn" because its follicles were a sort of pink-orange color to
Kali's eyes, like the dawn sky. Kali had, when Kali first saw
Dawn, dubbed her "Lumps" instead because of the soft bulges
on her chest and hips, but then Kali met the other
important upright-dragon, who had a very large belly. That one was then
dubbed Lumps instead. Dawn and Lumps had their own nests with their own bundles
of fake leaves. Both were asleep. Fire-Eyes checked up on Lumps briefly and
then on Dawn.


Fire-Eyes
stared fondly at Dawn quite a bit. Kali stuck out her tongue.


At first
Kali thought Dawn was a bad influence on Fire-Eyes. Dawn had a mildly
complicated aura that was made of sickly colors. Kali thought Dawn would
make Fire-Eyes misbehave. But it had seen time and again upright dragons
choosing terrible nestmates and Kali realized it was necessary to let them make
these mistakes, perhaps forever. Now that Fire-Eyes and Dawn had noisily mated
a few nights before, Kali awaited their first clutch of eggs, which it knew for
some upright dragons took forever to happen. It knew not who would lay them.


It would be
quite a sight, watching these very stupid upright dragons caring for eggs.


To
safeguard their future nestlings, Kali was doing more lately than hunting
for rats.


It was
searching the city for those fake progenitors wrapped in plant skin.


When it saw
one a few shadowfalls ago, Kali became quite anxious.


Kali had
lived long enough that it knew the Progenitors and the
hatred they had for the upright-dragons. Thankfully these were just fake
Progenitors. They had nothing of the Progenitors but the body, all dried
up, wrapped in plant skins and with fake faces. It knew not who dug them
up from the dust and did this to them, but it knew that they could not be
allowed to run rampant. One had already hurt Fire-Eyes very much.


Thinking
about it made Kali's lungs flare.


Very, very
long ago, Kali had thrown its lot in with the upright dragons.


They were
the only good dragons left, though they did not know it.


Kali wondered
whether these fake Progenitors knew what they were doing, and whether some
inkling of their past, buried in their dried-up sinews, knew that they had been
wrong then and wrong now about the upright dragons. That they could have chosen
to support them and in so doing perhaps extended the time of the great old
power.


Kali had
seen the Progenitors and their Progenitors come and go.


That was
why it supported the upright dragons. Because it was in their blood now, that
not only the dragon, but the Jinni, the Trull, the Dun, the Fae, the Mer, and
even the Progenitors who warred with them all, now resided. They merely needed
to learn this.


It knew
that in the history of Aer only the upright-dragons could be united and
eternal.


Only the
upright-dragons could make peace happen, out of all the creatures who trod upon
the land. It was only the upright-dragons who could celebrate life
and avoid death.


All they
had to do was to learn how. But first: rat-hunting, nest-making.
Small steps.


Kali looked
out the window to the wide open blue sky overhead.


There was
one more of the things the upright-dragons knew as Majini out there.


Kali vowed
to find it and kill it as it had many others.


For
Fire-Eyes, and its great potential.


 


Rangda -- 8th Division Base, Training
Field


At the crack of dawn, the new Light Self-Propelled Gun Battalion of
the 1st Motor Rifles stepped out of the ordinary infantry barracks and walked
to the field in their new uniforms. Gone was the battle dress and long
pants of the infantry. Instead they wore tight green bodysuits that zipped down
the front, along with a helmet that nobody put on. Corporal Rahani had a jacket
that he wore over the suit, and it had his pins on it.


Adesh felt
odd wearing the suit. It was made of a tight elastic material that Rahani
described as ultra-modern, perhaps
harvested from some kind of creature. It was unlike any article of
clothing Adesh had ever worn, like sleek, shiny leather but much less rigid. It
was soft inside, perhaps lined with cotton. It clung fairly close to the skin,
markedly showing off the wearer's limbs and figure (or lack thereof, in the
case of him and his close friends).


From the
long legs to the high neck, it covered all of his skin and felt very
light.


Slightly thicker
pads of material had been sewn in over the elbows, shoulders, knees and hips,
and a belt went around the waist. An accompanying harness was worn over the
chest, made up of two fairly lightweight belts, and it contained a few pockets
for everyday use. Beneath all of this Adesh had been advised to wear an
undershirt and soft cotton shorts.


Adesh had
never seen a Goblin tanker wearing something like this.


Perhaps it
was a brand new design.


It certainly
could not take a bite of shrapnel, but then again, neither could his uniform.


To match
their new attire, Adesh, Nnenia and Eshe would not be firing a static 76mm gun
anymore, and would instead be crewing a Chimera EP/76 self-propelled gun. In
the morning, the trio followed Rahani out to the training field, along with a
handful of other crews. It was their last scheduled training for some time,
according to Lt. Purana, who walked out with them to supervise. Events in
Rangda meant they had to rush this one out.


In the
middle of the field they found the Chimeras waiting for them in a line, with
their hatches open. Every crew performed a quick checkup, and found that the
vehicles had been fueled, oiled and warmed up for them by the mechanics, left
ready to shoot.


"Climb
aboard! Kufu, you'll be inside as the driver. Adesh, Nnenia, Eshe and I will be
up top." Rahani cheerfully said. His own bodysuit, black and green, looked
rather flattering. On his hair this morning he wore a bright chrysanthemum.
"Though the tank is meant for four people, ours will have five because it
is a command model. So in addition, to issuing commands to you, I'm also
section leader for two other vehicles. Eshe, you'll be gun commander for this
particular tank. Oh, don't give me that look -- I'll still be nearby!"


Eshe had
pointed toward himself, incredulously, upon hearing this nonchalant promotion.


Nnenia
whistled and patted him briefly on the back.


Adesh
smiled. If there was anyone who should be an officer, it was Eshe.


Though this
was mostly based on an unflattering conception of officers as rules sticklers.


"You're
now Corporal Eshe Chittur! I'm due for a promotion myself, but I don't yet have
my new rank insignia. I think I you will be seeing Sergeant Rahani within the week!"


Rahani
handed Eshe his own pin to clip on his harness pockets for now. There was
little time to celebrate. After a quick clap, both for Eshe's odd promotion and
Rahani's expected one, they saw Lt. Purana come walking out in front of
the vehicles. He blew a whistle, urging everyone to get to their vehicles and
to get acquainted with their use.


Adesh
dutifully climbed atop the Chimera, and found a few too many people following.


"Cramped."
Nnenia winced.


It was like
sitting in the middle of a large closet with three other people.


Atop the
Chimera, the space was limited enough that Corporal Rahani often sat
uncomfortably atop the shell racks, or traded places with Eshe and stood on the
left-rear side of the crew compartment. Though both of them could stand in
the rear of the vehicle together, they would be pressed against one another in
uncomfortably intimate contact. Meanwhile just centimeters away at the front of
the interior gun superstructure, Adesh handled the shooting and targeting
of the gun, and Nnenia picked up shells to load, and helped orient the
gun and adjust its sighting equipment. They had twenty practice shells,
all high-explosive, allotted to their tank and already on their racks in the
back.


Inside the chassis,
Kufu drove the vehicle. His compartment lay under the barrel of the gun, inside
the sloping front of the tank. Because he could barely hear them when the tank
was in operation, they relied on the intercomm to shout commands for him to
turn this or that many degrees in a direction. In order to fire their first few
practice shots against columns of cement, they first had to bark degrees at
Kufu to get him to turn the gun, because the superstructure traverse
was limited to a range of ten degrees.


To communicate,
everyone had headsets with padded earpieces and throat microphones. It helped
not only to talk, but to dull the sounds of firing around them.


Shooting was
quite easy; Adesh already knew everything he needed to about the gun because
almost nothing about it had changed from the ordinary, immobile model. The 76mm
shells still weighed around six kilograms, but Nnenia carried most of that
weight. Adesh felt a little guilty watching her exert herself, twisting around,
picking shells off the rack and handing them to him to shove into the waiting
breech. She wiped sweat off her brow more than once after letting go of a
shell. However, he knew that in the middle of battle it was necessary to divide
these responsibilities. He had to focus on shooting.


His first
shot struck the ground around the column and kicked up dust. Adesh chalked it
up to rust. After fighting moving targets in Bada Aso, the cement column
felt like an unworthy opponent. He felt confident as Nnenia handed him his
next round. On the second shell, Adesh hit the column dead-on and punched a
crater into it the size of a fist. Had the shells been full charges, perhaps it
would have blown the column in half. He found the learning curve on the Chimera
nonexistent -- the breech-locking lever and the firing pin and every other
instrument was where he expected it to be on his old gun.


Unlike his
old gun, Adesh caught some nasty smelling gases leaving the breech
when it opened, but the open top of the vehicle at least allowed the smell to
vent skyward.


Nnenia was
at the ready with another shot. Rahani called for an elevation check.


"Try
to hit the top of the column, if the center is that easy!" Rahani said
amicably.


Turning the
elevation mechanism, Nnenia under Eshe's supervision adjusted their aim.


Adesh
fired, and the shell soared over the cement column and flew off somewhere.


All three
of them stood in stunned silence. Rahani giggled.


"Keep
an eye on the range instruments! It's important not to go off instinct here.
The Chimera's traverse is limited, but you can use those few
degrees to make fine corrections to Kufu's overall direction." Rahani
advised between shots. He had on a headset connected directly to a large radio
that took up their tool storage on the tank's side.


While
watching them, Rahani also coordinated with other crews via his command set.


He seemed
poorly practiced in this. He definitely paid Adesh's unit the most attention.


Meanwhile,
poor Eshe just felt redundant as their new commander.


"Load HE! Target is 500 meters away! Fire when ready!"


Though he
shouted orders, mimicking how Corporal Rahani conducted himself in
Bada Aso, Eshe had no moving targets, and indeed, no targets other than the
column at all. He had no ammunition save for HE training rounds. It was an
inadequate test of any command skills he might have had. He could not properly
practice target priority, tactical awareness, and shot and movement calls to
the gunner and driver, not without a much more complicated training ground than
what they had. He shouted just to have something to do.


"You're
doing fine, Eshe!" Rahani said. "Keep making decisions!"


Eshe smiled
nervously, tugging on the neck of his suit.


There were
three Chimeras in their section, though Adesh knew nothing of the crews of the
other two, and he had a nagging sensation Rahani did not know them well either.
Their section of three vehicles was part of a larger battery of nine vehicles.
All of them fired in different intervals during the practice. Their shots went
off in a rhythmic series of booms and bursts like a vivid drum concert,
the worst of the noise muffled by the headsets.


After
firing seven of their shells at the column, Rahani had everyone pause for a
breather. Other crews seemed to have similar ideas. Lt. Purana stepped off his
own Chimera at the back of the formation and signaled for every unit to cease
fire at once.


"We're
going to test mobility! Make a lap around the field!" He shouted.


Lt. Purana
ran back to his own vehicle, and took the lead as the Chimeras formed into a
column and started to drive toward the edge of the field. At this point, Adesh
and Nnenia removed their headsets and laid against the gun, sighing and
sweating from their efforts. Eshe stood ramrod straight with his eyes to the
fore, while Rahani spoke in choppy sentences to the other two crews. He took
some time to ask for their names then.


Kufu was
the one getting a workout now, but characteristic of him, he said nothing.


The
Chimeras drove along the cement barrier at the edge of the field, achieving
speeds of 40 kilometers per hour within thirty seconds of acceleration and
maintaining that speed as they traveled. Bumps in the terrain were hardly felt
by the tankers, but this was more owing to the general rattling and vibrations
from the tank's crunching engine. At the northern edge of the field the
procession slowed, turned and took off again due east.


On the
radio, they heard Lt. Purana. "Head toward the practice trench and cross
it."


Adesh
looked over the gun mantlet and spotted the trench in the distance.


"Can
we make that?" He asked.


"Tracks
can do it." Nnenia replied.


Eshe
nodded. "We won't even stumble, you'll see. Just watch."


Adesh
nodded, and continued to peer over the gun. He saw the trench come closer and
closer, and he saw the vehicles ahead almost upon it. He thought they would
fall forward with their guns sticking into the dirt like stakes -- that was a
trench, a hole in the ground! Instead, as if moving over their own iron
carpets, the Chimeras crossed the trench one by one without even shaking up. As
their own Chimera neared the trenches, the long scars in the ground
vanished under the bulk of their vehicle. They did not slow, and Adesh felt
nothing as they crossed. It was the same as when they trod the open field.


Before he
even realized it, the trenches lay behind him rather than ahead of him.


"I
thought for sure we would fall inside. That trench was almost two meters
wide!"


Rahani
chuckled. "A continuous track wouldn't fall into a trench like that!"


Having
traveled the trenches, the Chimeras ran three laps around the field. Once
the drivers had gotten some time to be used to the turn speed and acceleration,
the procession doubled back toward the barracks. By then, more men and women
had arrived on the training field to commence their own practice drills. On the
opposite side of the field from them, the practice stronghold was once again
falling under infantry assault. Near the southern edge of the field, troops
started bounding through cover once more.


"We're
going to practice some rudimentary tank-infantry cooperation!" Lt. Purana
said over the radio. "Rifle-armed comrades will be riding on your vehicle!
Mind them as you go!"


In the
distance, six trucks arrived on their side of the field to meet the
Chimeras.


Several fully-kitted
infantry squadrons dismounted and ran toward the tanks.


Vaulting
over the tracks, the troops quickly climbed and clung on to the Chimeras
wherever they could. Men and women sat around the gun mantlet and atop the
front hatch. Others stood on the track guards while hanging on to the fighting compartment.


"Hey
kids! Did you miss me?"


On their
Chimera, Adesh and Nnenia were happy to find Corporal Gulab Kajari sitting just
in front of the gun mantlet, along with her usual companion Sergeant Charvi
Chadgura. Corporal Kajari turned around and looked into the
gun structure, smiling at the crew she routinely called "her
kids." She was looking quite radiant, with her honey-brown braided tail
swinging in the strong morning breeze, and a friendly, pretty face.


"How's
this big lump treating you?" She asked.


"It's
a proud fighting vehicle, I'll have you know." Eshe replied in a huff.


Corporal
Kajari stared at him for a moment.


Eshe
crossed his arms.


"It's
been reliable." Adesh said, trying to dispel the tension.


"And
smelly." Nnenia added.


"Ah."
Corporal Kajari playfully sniffed the air. "Yep, I can smell it."


From the
back of the tank, Rahani noticed the girl hanging over the gun.


"Hello,
Corporal!" Rahani said. "In combat, your position would be very
precarious! Perhaps you should return to the front of the tank where you do not
risk falling!"


Though he
said it sweetly, Rahani clearly wanted everyone to refocus.


Corporal
Kajari nodded. "Yes Corporal! I just wanted to give the kids
something."


She reached
into her bag and produced a newspaper she dropped on the gun.


"You've
all been here through the morning, so you probably haven't seen
this."


Adesh took
the newspaper and unfolded it, staring at the front page.


There was
an old photograph of Colonel Nakar, dated back to 2025 when she was only Lieutenant Nakar.
She had longer hair, and looked a touch less mature, with a slightly
rounder-seeming face and a petulant expression. Her gentle features were
distorted by shadows -- it was not a flattering photograph. Above the
photograph was the headline, "Akjer extremist draws ire in Rangda."
Adesh found it terribly confusing. He skimmed some of the leading paragraphs
with Nnenia and Eshe looking over his shoulder.


"Harsh."
Nnenia said. Eshe shook his head as they took in the story.


Judging by
this paper, Colonel Nakar was being eviscerated in the press.


While the
thrust of the story was the confrontation with the police yesterday, of which
Adesh had heard much about from the returning troops at the barracks and the
canteens, the framing was very hostile. There was a collection of quotes from
various persons who called the Colonel an extremist, rabble-rouser, tinpot
tyrant, and worse.


She was
being attacked; in turn Adesh felt himself being attacked too.


After all,
Colonel Nakar was a hero! Their hero;
she saved them all at the border!


Just one
page later the editor was calling for the 1st Regiment to leave Rangda.


It was
almost too much to bear. Nobody in the tank knew what to make of this.


"Sorry
to be the bearer of bad news. I just thought you ought to know. I was part of
the scuffle at the police station yesterday. That didn't get ugly, but it's
going to get worse."


Corporal
Kajari waved her hand and then sank sadly back in front of the gun mantlet.


The
Chimeras then started moving, each vehicle over-loaded with infantry.


Adesh
passed the paper around. Eshe crumpled it up and discarded it in anger.


No wonder
then that this was their last scheduled training for a while.


It was the
first time they had gotten to acquaint themselves with the Chimera.


And it
might even be their last within this training field.


 


Rangda -- 8th Division Base, HQ


Past noon a heavily-armored, six-wheeled
car arrived at the Headquarters.


Madiha and
Parinita stood at the door to the building, watching as the
suitcase containing the original copy of Generaplan Suden was loaded into
the armored car. Three black-uniformed KVW agents and Inspector General
Chinedu Kimani presided over the loading process, while a pair of anti-aircraft
guns stood sentinel nearby. Once the suitcase was secured in a bomb-proof
compartment in the back of the car, the agents stepped in with it.


Kimani
turned and walked back to the HQ door.


She saluted
Madiha and Madiha saluted back with her good arm.


"We'll
head to the airport and then take a private plane to Shohr and then
Solstice."


Madiha
nodded. "Thank you, Chinedu."


Kimani smiled
a little. "I hope the troops do not miss me too much."


"You've
done the best you could for them. And I've seen some results in just this
short amount of time. Now it's up to the battalion and company officers."
Madiha said.


"Will
you be alright?" Kimani asked.


"Yes.
I have to be. Those plans must get to Solstice and there's only one person whom
I can both trust and spare for that mission. You have to be the one to
go." Madiha replied.


She tried
to present a strong front. Kimani could still decide not to go out of a
sense of duty or familiarity. Madiha knew that she would not -- she respected
and trusted Madiha too much, and at any rate, it was her idea that the two of
them needed to act with more independence of the other from now on. But still,
sentimentality was difficult to predict. Even that smile attested to the fact
that Kimani was still growing and changing as a person even now. Madiha
herself felt trepidation assigning this task to her old friend.


Kimani was
the only one who could deliver this object and vouch for it to every agency.


She was
more respected than Madiha herself, and a more forceful speaker.


Throughout all
of this mess her presence had been a background comfort. It was the confidence
that a child possibly felt in the house of their parent, knowing that they
could go about their days watched and protected. She felt this vague feeling
erode all morning. Kimani was going again; and again she left as things were
getting worse for Madiha.


But Madiha
was not a quivering child in Bada Aso's streets. She had no excuse now.


"I
will be strong for everyone, Chinedu." Madiha said.


"Yes.
I will be strong for you too. Solstice will receive this package." Kimani
said.


Madiha
strongly resisted an urge to embrace Kimani. Instead, the two of them shook
hands, and Kimani turned around and climbed into the vehicle. Its engine
started with a rattling bellow, and it bolted down the road toward the gate,
disappearing from view.


She stood
with Parinita at the door until the car vanished from both sight and
sound.


There was
no grand parting -- Kimani merely left her sight, simple as that.


Madiha held
back tears and turned to Parinita, returning to work.


"How
many copies did we manage to make?" Madiha asked.


At her
side, Parinita made a 'v' with her index and middle fingers on both hands,
smiling.


Her
cheerful response almost drew a chuckle from the vulnerable Colonel.


"Four
full copies. We have a partial one too. I'm having Jakan, El-Amin and Burundi
memorize some of the information as best as they can. I did a lot of reading
myself too."


Those three
were Madiha's new Battalion commanders. They had served in this capacity for a
time already, but their formal promotions were still to come. She had picked
them out of Battlegroup Ox and the 3rd Motor Rifles, mostly for their advanced
schooling and training. For the most part they were mere organizational
figures between herself and combat command. She was most impressed with Company
level officers like Purana and Munira, but they were better off at the Company
level, in more intimate contact with the troops.


"Let's
go back inside while it's quiet and go over everything right now." Madiha said.


The Colonel
and her smiling Aide doubled back through the threshold and into the
Headquarters building. They found the office mostly empty, with Minardo,
Bhishma and Padmaja out on various errands. Illynichna and Chadgura had left
with them to insure their security, which left Gulab Kajari as the office
guard. The energetic young mountain girl busied herself by staring at Kali
with a curious expression that Kali did not return.


Kali
stretched out over the Colonel's desk and laid with its claws one over
the other.


Gulab
spotted Madiha and Parinita upon their return to the office, and perked up.


"Colonel,
this is your um-- your dorge,
right?" She cheerfully asked.


Kali looked
sideways at Madiha with a concerned expression on its scaly features.


"It's
a drake." Madiha replied.


Kali
narrowed its eyes.


"It's
a dragon." Parinita added.


Kali turned
its head away from them entirely.


"Oh."
Gulab said.


While Gulab
continued her hopeless attempts to befriend the odd little creature, Madiha and
Parinita sat around Padmaja's table and laid out maps and documentation on both
Rangda and the 1st Motor Rifles. Madiha had requested an information package on
the city and on their current disposition, but she had not yet confided in
Parinita her worst assumptions on the situation in Rangda. She
decided then it was high time she did so.


"Parinita,
doubtless you've figured it out by now, but I want it to be clear to you."


"Huh?
What is it?"


Parinita
tipped her head and stared quizzically at her.


Madiha took
in a deep breath. "I believe that the Government here in Rangda is
responsible for our current predicament, and furthermore, I suspect they will
launch some kind of operation using the 8th Division to either arrest us or to
drive us out of Rangda. In preparation for what, I do not know. Perhaps mutiny;
perhaps worse. I also suspect that Nocht is aware of this operation and may
even have acted to facilitate it."


From the
documents on the table, Madiha produced a current local newspaper. Prominent on
its front page was the headline Nocht
Slowed In Rangdan Jungles. According
to this report, the Nochtish advance from the Ghede river
to Tambwe had mired completely in the jungles south of the Tambwean heartland,
far short of its main cities. This news arrived just days after Nocht had
supposedly encircled several divisions in the vicinity of those jungles, one of
which then miraculously escaped and was now on its way back to Rangda.


Parinita
read the paper and listened to Madiha's words and nodded solemnly.


"I
see. I suspected as much after what happened at that police station."
She said.


Madiha
bowed her head low, unable to make eye contact after her confession.


"I'm
sorry. I feared this since we arrived in Rangda. I did not share them
because I thought they might upset you, and I wanted you to be able to work
without distraction."


"Well,
I had plenty of distractions regardless." Parinita said, smiling. "I
won't judge you harshly for this Madiha, but in the future, please confide in
me your suspicions. I want to know, both as your subordinate and staff member,
and for reasons you well know."


Madiha
nodded her head, feeling guilty about her behavior. She always expected some
kind of argument or fight to break out when she approached Parinita with a
confession. She still found it hard to believe they had consummated their
relationship -- it still felt fleeting and fragile and as if anything she did
could break it. But Parinita always dispelled those fears so quickly and
gently. She needed to trust her more strongly.


"At
any rate: we must assume that Rangda could turn into enemy territory at any
moment." Parinita said, pointedly lifting an index finger. "And we
need to discuss our prospects based on this assumption. So let's go over
it! I've got a few things ready."


Parinita
showed Madiha a few sheets of paper signed by Minardo this morning.


It seemed
they were about as prepared as they could be for the moment.


Stocks of
live ammunition and most of their remaining vehicles, save for their full
compliment of trucks, had arrived today from Solstice, and were now quickly
being brought to operational condition by their engineers. Infantry units were
still in training, but it seemed that most of them had learned the very basics
well enough. Coupled with their real experiences fighting in Bada Aso, they had
a baseline level of knowledge that would hopefully help prevent the painful
loss of life they suffered in earlier battles.


"Even
in this short a span of time, we've drilled the infantry on concepts more
advanced than what they practiced in regular training in the
Demilitarization-style battlegroups." Parinita said. "In Adjar what
little training I saw units go through was defensive in nature. Building
sandbag walls, manning guns, and holding down static positions, that kind of
thing."


"Now
they have better fundamentals to build upon." Madiha added, nodding her
head.


"Not
only that, they have at least a little experience now working as solid
teams." Parinita said. "Ox was so disorganized in Bada Aso
that everyone was thrown together or working with whoever survived an
attack. Our current organization gives everyone officers and comrades to depend
on. Unit cohesion should hopefully improve as a result."


"Good.
So we're both optimistic about our infantry. What else is there to
celebrate?"


From a file
folder, Parinita produced a flight schedule and a rather dense itinerary.


"Ah,
good, very good." Madiha said, reading the contents.


Generalplan
Suden was on its way to Solstice, along with intelligence officers who had put
together key supporting documentation on the battle for Bada Aso and the
Nochtish forces that had come from south of the Ghede, in order to prevent the
narrative of the situation from being distorted should anything happen to the
1st Regiment. In addition to these assets, unneeded experimental weaponry was
being secured for transport as well. By the end of the day, only the 1st
Regiment's organic combat assets would remain at the Rangdan base, limiting the
amount of sensitive material that could fall to enemy hands.


"Are
the Lachy journalists being evacuated to Solstice too?" Madiha asked.


Parinita
nodded. "We're sending them in separate planes with their own copy of the
Generalplan just in case anything happens. They should be leaving after
Kimani."


"Good.
Keep me updated on their status until they're safely en route to Shohr.
Once they lift off that will be one less thing to worry about in this rotten
city." Madiha replied.


"Well,
we've got one last thing. The ARG-2 radar is not ready for evacuation."


Madiha
frowned. "Can we increase security around it?"


"I'm
afraid it's more complicated than just sending Gulab over there or
something." Parinita replied. "Because the ARG-2 is not manufactured
by a military-affiliated group, but a civilian union. According to them, if we
take it into military custody it will raise negative attention. Right now
the ARG-2 is being housed and tested in a civil lab in Rangda, and it is
being worked on by both Rangdan and evacuated Adjar scientists."


"We
should have expropriated it." Madiha said. In her imagining of the
situation those Rangdan scientists were a liability at the moment, judging by
the actions of the local civil government that supported them. They could be
leaking info or plotting to snatch the project away whenever Mansa finally
decided to crack down against the 1st Regiment.


"Should
anything happen to it, the Waveform Research Center in Solstice will be
receiving copies of the data from Bada Aso, so the project can
continue." Parinita said.


"Hopefully
there's an ARG-3 somewhere in the works." Madiha said.


"The
Navy have their own larger shipborne radar projects. It should be
fine."


"Shipborne
radar is one thing, but the ARG-2's ability to relocate is important."


Parinita
nodded. Together they allowed the topic to fade as they checked their maps.


Conditions
at the base were as good as they would ever be. They were on borrowed territory
that could become enemy territory; they possessed fresh and rested units that
were perhaps technically inexperienced but had been bloodied and survived real
battles; and they had safely ensconced all of their intelligence assets away
from Mansa's grip. Now the question that naturally surfaced was the
capabilities of their mysterious enemy.


"Let
us pretend for a moment we must fight the 8th Ram Rifle Division." Madiha said.


"Gosh,
I hope it remains pretend." Parinita said, putting on a glum face.


Madiha
continued, unperturbed. "Owing to the position of the base, we have
access to both the port and to northern Rangda as potential escape routes.
There are commercial vessels at the port we could take; and our mobility allows
us to simply take all our vehicles north if we desire and escape the city
without hardship. By that same token however, if the enemy wishes to do so,
they could attempt to encircle and trap us here."


"Were
that to happen, the base would offer little protection for us." Parinita
said.


"I
agree. To prevent that trap, we may have to strike first. It will be a
test of the enemy's organizational skills. We have word that the 8th Division
will begin arriving between today and tomorrow, with heavy equipment coming in
two days time. Can they muster enough combat-ready forces to pressure us, and
how soon? Can they form a line?"


Parinita
shook her head. "I know nothing about the 8th Division other than what
Minardo has told me. They led a mutiny years ago, and they were based in
Rangda. Judging by how messy the base was when we got it, I don't think
they were particularly well-organized. They're probably about as well equipped
as Battlegroup Ox was back in Adjar. So a lot of horse-drawn guns, Goblin tanks
and old rifles, and not much combat experience."


Given how
well Battlegroup Ox performed under Madiha's command despite their
disadvantages against Nocht, it would be foolish to underestimate Ram. Madiha
agreed that they were technologically inferior, but when pressed, they would
still be dangerous. Particularly if they entrenched around the city. That would
be a nightmare scenario.


"We
have the upper hand in equipment and experience, but they will likely enjoy a
sizable numerical advantage." Madiha said. "We've barely scraped
together a couple thousand troops here. Every soldier they can
gather against us gives them an advantage in a cauldron battle. By the
54th, the fight may become unwinnable."


"And
it's not like we can attack now. It would be unjustifiable force."
Parinita said.


Madiha
nodded. She had already set the town ablaze with her actions at the police
station. She could never have abandoned Minardo and the Lachy journalists to
the custody of Mansa, whom she did not in any way trust to carry out justice or
conduct himself with decency.


But she had
also acted rashly and turned to the threat of force to get her way. There were
now people talking about her "flagrant abuses" in the radio and in
the papers, likely at Mansa's direction. Normally Madiha would not have cared,
but it was a sensitive time in Solstice too. Should the KVW be seen as
instigating open combat against fellow Ayvartans it could have harsh
consequences for Daksha, who was enjoying success right now in the High Council
after the battle of Bada Aso. Madiha needed to be
Daksha's star pupil now.


 


"So
even if we wanted to, we cannot take advantage of a first strike." Madiha
said.


She grit
her teeth even as she admitted it openly. In a pure and pragmatic military
environment, perhaps a scenario of this very situation created years down the
line, the most efficient choice would have been to attack the 8th Division as
its units arrived. Separated, they could be eliminated piecemeal. Then she
would carry out deep operations against Rangda's Council structures and the 8th
Division's mobile headquarters. She had a firepower and mobility advantage; it
remained to be seen whether it would be effective against an 8th Division fully
deployed and entrenched throughout Rangda's streets, without striking
first.


That was a
moot point. For everyone's sake, she had to stay her hand for now.


"This
is all assuming the worst. They might not attack at all, or even mobilize. It
might just be a bluff to try to get the upper hand in a negotiated
withdrawal." Parinita said.


Madiha
nodded her head. She would have liked to believe such a thing, but her instinct
told her that it would not be the case. No rational person acquired a firearm
to negotiate with it. Mansa was bringing rifles
to the table to shoot. She was almost sure of this.


It wracked
her brain. What could she do to get out of this situation now?


"Madiha,"


Parinita
suddenly reached out a hand and touched Madiha's shoulder.


Her soft
caress broke Madiha from her dark reverie.


"Let's
talk about you. How do you feel? How's your arm? Your head? Are you okay?"


She beamed
gently. Madiha smiled wearily back. She felt a surge of affection for her.
Giving Madiha an out from the endless hypotheticals she was mired in was an
angelic mercy. At the behest of her lover she could safely put away the topic
of the 8th Ram.


"I'm
exhausted. I don't want to fight Ayvartans. I want to fight Nocht."
Madiha said. "I know it sounds strange, but I become energetic
at the thought of defeating Nocht. I really want to give them a black eye. When
I sit idly and stare at the walls of this office, all I see are
huge fields with grey coats and tanks. Then we rush out and crush them
all."


"I'm
also itchin' to take a bite out of Nocht. You're not alone in that."
Parinita said. "I think we're all thirsting for revenge. Otherwise we
wouldn't bother with all of this training."


"I
suppose so. Still, it feels like such a savage thing to think about
sometimes."


Madiha averted
her eyes briefly. She often felt ashamed to admit it, but she had war on the
mind so often. Every day she thought about that little blank book she was
building up, about her theory of Deep
Battle. She should've had an elite unit out there fighting Nocht
already. Instead she was set back at every turn by crooked people and politics.


"How's
your arm doing? You seem limber compared to yesterday." Parinita
asked.


"I
should be able to use it again by tomorrow. I've always healed quickly."


"Sounds
handy. I remember breaking my leg as a teen. I was down for a month."


"I've
taken some bad bumps in my day, but I'm always up and around in a few
days."


"And
in here?" Parinita pressed a hand between the impression
of her breasts.


Madiha
quieted. She did not understand the gesture.


"I
know seeing that woman again was hard on you. I can tell." Parinita
explained.


"I try
not to think about Chakrani."


"I saw
you when she was here. To me, it feels like you think she's justified in
how she treats you. I know you're hurting, Madiha. But you shouldn't let her do
that to you."


"I
think she is perfectly justified."


"Well,
I don't." Parinita said. "I think it's downright rotten of her."


Madiha
shook her head. "I've hurt her very badly in the past, Parinita."


"You
didn't hurt her!" Parinita snapped. She
sounded almost outraged.


"Is
there a difference? I killed her father. I destroyed the life she led up to
that point."


"You
didn't do it just to be cruel to her, no matter what she thinks. There's a
world of difference. Madiha, you were protecting her! Maybe you don't see it
that way and obviously she does not, but her father was dangerous to
everyone!" Parinita said.


Madiha
appreciated the gesture, but she could not agree with it. "I was in a
relationship with Chakrani, an intimate one, you know this; and yet still I
never really knew her father. I lived
under a roof that was nominally his, for years, and even as I doomed him to
execution, I couldn't tell myself that I knew anything about his true
character."


"So
what? You weren't in a relationship with her father. She is choosing to--"


"I
made a choice too. I chose my convictions over her. Of course she'd be
hurt."


For that
matter, Madiha was coming to realize she never really knew Chakrani either. She
did not know how hard she held a grudge, did not know her real convictions or
dreams, did not know anything except that they once loved each other. Back then
they were just girls -- they were like partially-formed people. They were
playing house. Everything from the dates to the arguments to the sex seemed
distant and ephemeral.


"You
didn't doom an innocent man. He sold us out to Nocht." Parinita said.


"I
don't regret his death." Madiha said. "But I don't want to deny
Chakrani's grievances."


"I
don't care what Chakrani or anyone says, you don't deserve this, Madiha.
We've all been thrust with something big and awful and we're all dealing with
it however we can. I support you, and everyone supports you. We'll stand
loyally behind you. You'll see."


Parinita
leaned closer until their foreheads and noses were touching, as if coming in
for a kiss. Perhaps sensing her lover's dark turn, she was gentler and calmer
than moments before. Her cooing voice and warm, close breath were reassuring.
Madiha felt the energy of her lover transferring through her skin and
it was a rejuvenating sensation.


Quietly
they held their positions across the little table, holding hands, locking eyes.


Madiha felt
an uncommon vulnerability and volatility. Her emotions were becoming easy to
sway. Parinita made her feel happy and light-headed, for a time. Her situation
made her angry and exhausted; the people she had to confront, like Mansa and
Chakrani, made her anxious and miserable. It was easier before, when she felt
little about any given thing except for a stone-faced misery, droning in the
background of her life.


It felt
strange to be pieced back together enough now to hurt so bad again.


But at
least there was a contrast; the joy she felt in the hands of her lover.


She would not
have had that before the fateful days of the Aster's Gloom.


Madiha felt
like childish; and perhaps, some part of her had never grown from that little
girl hurling herself blindly toward revolution. That part of her was exhausted
by the injustice plainly visible when her naive and optimistic imaginings
clashed with a rigid and real world. Weary because her people were still
fractious, still reliant on currency, still not safe from deprivation. In the
beautiful world she had lost her childhood for, and that so many had lost their
whole lives for, she was contemplating killing her own people.


Not since
Akjer had she had to fight her own people so grandly on the stage of history.


It always
seemed to fall on her to make these decisions.


And she
always chose the same.


Because it
was always the right choice. She had to believe that.


Still the
responsibility felt crushingly heavy. It bowed her body and sapped her will.


And yet,
she was capable now of feeling a great surge of life within her.


Madiha felt
Parinita's hand, and the invisible energy coming from her.


She felt a
surge of electricity from staring into her eyes and taking her into her
soul.


And
Parinita was not alone; Madiha had the support of Agni and Kimani and the
troops and even Minardo. She was not alone. She would not have to handle these
things alone.


This
knowledge kept her drawing breath, and prevented her from turning back to
stone.


"Oh!
Colonel, someone's at the door for you!"


Gulab's
voice tore the two lovers from their subtle embrace.


Parinita backed
away from the Colonel with a little smile on her face, trying still to comfort
her. She had largely succeeded. Madiha was calm and her mind was freed of
anxiety. She bore a characteristically stoic expression as she met with a man
at the door to the headquarters. He was very well-dressed in a bright blue
uniform with a feathered cap.


She was
handed a piece of paper.


A message
sent by courier from Hotel Rangda in North Rangda by Chakrani Walters.


Madiha felt
a brief convulsion in her chest as she unfolded the paper.


She read
the contents, thanked the courier, and returned to the table.


She handed
the paper to Parinita, who read it with a much more emotive response.


"What
could she possibly want now?"
Parinita asked.


Plainly,
the letter requested Madiha's presence at Serene Park in Northern Rangda.


Chakrani
wanted to meet with her at night and alone to discuss "their
differences."


"At
night? Why at night?" Parinita said.


"Chakrani's
always been a night owl. I think it gives her more courage." Madiha said.


"And
why alone?"


"Well,
she probably wants to discuss intimate things. We shared a private life
once."


"It's
still sounding fishy to me. What will you do?" Parinita asked pointedly.


"I
don't know. I don't think Chakrani is the kind of person who would concoct a
plot like this. I don't think she would expect me to show up. I believe her
request is genuine."


"Whether
or not she's plotting something, Rangda's too tense right now for this."


Parinita was
right -- just leaving the base grounds right now could be troublesome.
But Madiha felt an urge to take action and this was an action she could
take. She could sit here in the headquarters and await
Mansa's next move and leave Chakrani waiting in the park. No harm would come
from avoiding this meeting. She was unsure she and Chakrani would ever bury
their shared history, no matter how genuine their desire to move on from Akjer.
And yet, such an approach would change nothing of how the following days transpired.
Madiha would still be waiting passively and losing time.


Going out
and talking to Chakrani might give her a foot in the door within Rangda.


Or at
least, a foot in the door out of her own lasting burdens.


"You
want to go anyway. I can see it in your face." Parinita bluntly said.


"I'm
thinking about it. But I will stay if you want me to." Madiha said.


She meant
it. She wanted to know how Parinita felt, and she wanted to assuage those
feelings. Parinita had been silent during the confrontation with Chakrani
the day before. It was the same in Bada Aso. Always she stood behind Madiha as
the tragedy of her past reappeared, and she said nothing. She had a right to be
unsettled by all of this. They were lovers now; Madiha did not want Parinita to
suffer on account of Chakrani.


Parinita,
however, did not look like one suffering. She turned a smile on Madiha.


"I
want you to follow your convictions, Madiha. That's what I fell in love with,
you know?"


She met
Madiha's gaze with determination in her eyes.


"I
can't solve what happened between you and Chakrani, and it wouldn't be
right for me to demand a resolution for my own sake. I trust you; and I'll
support your decision."


Madiha felt
a palpable easing of tensions in the room. She smiled happily back.


"I
feel like the luckiest woman on Aer." Madiha said, light-headed with fond
feelings.


"You
should." Parinita replied, flipping her hair with a flourish and winking
one eye.


 


Rangda -- Serene Park, North Road.


Even under
the cover of a moonless night there were obvious signs of military build-up.


Those who
could not see through the darkness of the unlit roads and streets could still
hear the sounds of pounding hooves and rolling track and chugging engines, and
they could smell the smoke and gunpowder and the acrid reek of years-old
reserve diesel.


Rangda's
trolleys remained silent in their stations, and there was not a cab or consumer
vehicle on the road. Every lane of traffic was wide open. Conspicuously taking
the place of commuter vehicles, processions of horses galloped down
Ocean Road. They ferried cloaked men whose garb bulged with weaponry, carrying
them down the main street and through the secondary roads, into alleys and
toward parks and sports fields and other open mustering grounds. Occasionally
the dark streets would light up with the beam from the headlights of a Goblin
tank or an artillery tractor towing a covered-up bundle.


Police
patrolled street corners and ushered stray civilians toward residential
buildings, mumbling about a curfew that they would not explain to those
confused by the news.


"Ma'am,
stay off the road. Didn't you hear about the curfew?" one shouted, at the
corner of North and Ocean near the high point of Rangda city. At their side, a
horse-drawn carriage trundled past, its contents fully enclosed within a
canvas, its driver faceless.


"Excuse
me?"


Tearing open
her trenchcoat, the woman confronted the volunteer officer.


When the
woman's fiery eyes met the weary gaze of the police officer, there was a flash
of recognition. Not precisely of the woman's identity, nor the eerie power
behind her glare, but of the quality of her police uniform, of the numerous
awards on her shirt, and the great silver badge over her breast. To the police
officer, this woman was perhaps not Madiha Nakar, but rather a big-shot police
Inspector, probably from the Marshal's office.


"I'm
so sorry ma'am!" He saluted. "I was unaware we'd be under inspection,
ma'am!"


"That's
the point of an inspection. You arse."


Owing to
Minardo's dubious contacts and methods, this ruse was proving effective.


But though
she had the uniform, it was the attitude that
would sell the part.


Madiha
found it difficult to feign the antagonism necessary to play the part of a
nasty, snake-like police inspector come to ruin the life of a young, organizationally mobile
police volunteer. It took effort to demean and intimidate the police
volunteer, and she felt rather uncomfortable. Judging by his terrified
reactions as she invaded his personal space, staring down at him, she played
the part better than she thought she would.


"What
are you doing out here, you
idiot?" She shouted.


She poked
his chest and acted as if she was smelling his breath.


"You reek of booze,
you dope!" Madiha shouted.


She
tore his truncheon from his belt and pretended to swing it at him.


The police
volunteer's jaw hung and quivered. He raised his hands defensively.


"That's- That
can't be! I haven't had a drop ma'am, I swear!"


"You've
had so many drops, you
mackerel! How dare you? On this night of all nights?"


"Please
ma'am, I wasn't, I-- I only had a little, hours ago! I swear it!"


In reality
Madiha had smelled nothing; the confession was quite welcome, however.


She turned
a vicious expression on the man, now with cause to do so.


"You
disgust me! Kiss your promotion goodbye!"


"Wait,
please, no-- I won officer of the month in the Dahlia's Fall!
Please!"


Almost
groveling at her feet, the officer burst into tears.


"Get
out of my face, cuckold."
Madiha hissed. "And maybe I'll forget your indiscretion."


She was
starting to reach a little too far for insults; nonetheless the man believed
her.


"Yes
ma'am! Thank you ma'am!"


Without
stopping to request his baton back from her, the police volunteer took off down
the street like a lost soul turned by a crucifix, choking down his sobs and
cries as he went.


Removed
from the situation, Madiha covered her mouth, shocked at her own malice.


She hoped
the officer would be able to go on with his life, somehow.


Across the
street, another patrolling officer pretended it was none of his business.


Sighing,
Madiha turned around and faced back the way she came.


Surreptitiously
she signaled two Gendarmes in volunteer uniform to follow
at a distance.


They would
play the part of patrolling officers while acting as her security detail.


From Ocean
Road, Madiha traveled unmolested up the tighter streets in the densely
populated northern quarter of the city, uphill from the rest of Rangda. This
was the original city, founded higher up on the hills and around a slim
tributary that stretched toward the ocean. There was little time to see the
sights. Madiha hurried to Serene Park, a simple field of green grass wound
through by cobblestone paths and dotted with trees, a fountain and several
benches. It was a fresh-smelling, open space within the endless urban landscape
of Rangda, and despite its humble character, it was a welcome sight.


Near the
entrance to the park, seated on a wooden bench, Madiha spotted Chakrani.


Before
engaging her, she shed the police disguise in a nearby bush, from which it
could easily be retrieved. Beneath the collared police shirt, she had worn her
battle dress.


She
signaled for the Gendarmes to spread out and keep an eye out.


Then she
approached the bench, and called out to the woman, seizing her attention.


Chakrani
seemed almost shocked to see her. She appeared surprisingly bedraggled.
Madiha always conceived of Chakrani as a very fashion-forward young woman, but
found her in the same shabby suit she had worn the day before. Her normally
luxurious ringlet curls were looking a little frayed, and her face glistened in
the dim illumination from the lights around the nearby fountain. She was
sweating, and short of breath as she acknowledged Madiha.


For a
moment neither of them spoke. There was only the howling wind among them.


Chakrani
stared at her and opened her mouth slightly. Not a sound came out.


"I
apologize. I know you never wanted to see my face again, but you did request my presence, so
I have complied." Madiha said. She tried to sound affable. Like before,
this too was an act that she found difficult to sustain. Especially
owing to Chakrani's hesitation.


"Yes.
Okay." Chakrani said. "Madiha, I-- I'm not going to lie--"


She
hesitated again, as if the word lie had
caused her to trip and to fall mid-speech.


"I
didn't want things to end up this way, Madiha. I just wanted to do something,
anything, to try to make up for the time I felt I wasted. I wanted to feel like
I mattered." She said.


That was
certainly one way to start a conversation about their differences.


Madiha
didn't know whether it was appropriate to talk, but she couldn't stop herself.


"You
haven't done anything wrong." Madiha said. "I may disagree
politically, but--"


Chakrani
raised a hand to her own face.


"Madiha,
you-- you haunt my thoughts so bad. I, I hate you
but-- but also--"


Her eyes
teared up. Madiha fought back her reflex to try to comfort someone crying.


It wouldn't
be appropriate to approach Chakrani like that.


She might
even see it as an aggressive act.


So Madiha
stared at her from two meter's distance, the size of a whole other human.


"I'm
afraid. I'm afraid you'll--"


It hit her
like a dagger in the chest. Afraid. As if in the presence of
a monster.


"I
won't hurt you." She mumbled.


"Shut
up! Just shut up, Madiha. Just listen."


"I'm
sorry. I'm listening."


Madiha
averted her eyes. She felt like a glass window under a deluge of stones.


"I
know you're not gonna hurt me. I know. I know you, Madiha. I mean-- I thought I
did. I still do! I know some of you. There's a lot-- there's a lot I never
knew." Chakrani said.


Her voice
was so choppy between the sobbing and choking-up.


"Maybe,
maybe I didn't want to know. Maybe I kept the real you at arm's length. Maybe I
just wanted to take you out and dance and drink and fuck and feel good, I don't
know!"


It was
painful to listen to. Madiha filled in every pause with curses she expected to
hear.


"I'm
not afraid of you! It's not you that I'm afraid of. There's parts of you I-- I
wish I could still feel something! Parts that I want! And I'm afraid of
that, of what'll happen now--"


Chakrani
grit her teeth and raised her hands to her face. She looked at once furious and
in agony. Her whole body was shaking, and tears were cascading down her cheeks.


"Fuck!
What is wrong with me? Why am I falling apart now?"


She stomped
her feet.


"Why
did you have to come back to try to apologize, you idiot? Why did you have to
get involved in all of this? Couldn't you have just stayed away? I didn't need
to see you!"


Her voice
nearly cracked from the shouting.


"I
thought I could make up the hurt I caused." Madiha weakly said. "But
you're right, I was an idiot. I was being selfish when I showed up in Bada Aso.
When I appeared at your establishment. You didn't have to suffer through that.
I just caused you more pain and I made a big scene for no reason. I am truly
sorry for everything, Chakrani."


She made a
mistake. She said her name. She had been trying to avoid doing so.


But it was
hard not to say it. It was too hard to accept all of that hate and its
prohibitions.


"Shut
up!" Chakrani shouted back. "Stop acting like you're above all of
this now!"


Despite the
downward turn of the conversation Madiha found it hard to show emotion.


"I'm
not trying to. I just want you to know that I realize what I did. I will stay
away."


Chakrani's
eyes lit up suddenly. She almost smiled amid her misery.


"Good!
Good. Just go away, Madiha. Even if I call you back, just go!"


"I'm
sorry." Madiha said. She felt like she couldn't just leave now. Not after
all of this.


There had
to be something more she could say, something that would expiate.


She didn't
want to think of where Chakrani would go now in this state of mind.


But
Chakrani desperately seemed to want her gone from her sight.


"Madiha,
just, please, go away. Get out of Rangda, right now!"


Rangda?


This was
not just a pair of hurting women shouting down their hurt now.


Madiha
caught the word Rangda and found it so
incongruous with the rest.


Why
specifically Rangda? It was innocuous and yet it felt like it made no sense.


It felt
like a warning as opposed to another cry of desperation.


She thought
over the conversation and realized that Chakrani was not afraid of her.


"Chakrani,
what is it that you're afraid of--"


Her voice
choked mid-sentence.


She felt a
sharp jab into the back of her neck. She reached fearfully for her nape.


In front of
her Chakrani froze and started to weep.


Madiha's
shaking fingers plucked out a hand-carved dart, dripping with something.


Wavering
eyes glanced over drooping shoulders at a nearby tree.


Madiha saw
it, clad in a black robe with a brass mask that split down the middle.


Teeth, rows
and rows of teeth, the mask cut across like a jagged mouth.


It was
laughing, laughing mockingly and soundlessly.


Majini.


Two arms
holding the old blowgun.


Two more arms
lifted from under its cloak, holding the gendarmes, their necks snapped.


She did not
even feel its presence approaching or nearby. She never felt the cold of it.


It was a
master of its foul arts.


This was
perhaps the oldest one, perhaps the first one. Perhaps the worst of them.


Stunned,
Madiha turned back around to Chakrani, who was on the floor, weeping.


"I'm
so sorry, I'm so sorry." She mumbled. "I didn't want this. I didn't
want any of this. I'm so torn up. I can't hold it anymore. I just want to stop
hurting Madiha. I'm so sorry."


Gasping for
breath, Madiha smiled dumbly as her faculties left her.


"You
didn't do anything, Chakrani."


Everything
went dark and she felt herself hit the floor, and Chakrani screaming.















It was a
small room and everything was dark.


She opened
her eyes, but she couldn't see anything.


There was
an impression of light just beyond her eyes. Was she blindfolded?


Feeling in
her body had not yet fully returned.


"Ah,
there goes your chest, rising and falling. Quite a relief."


It was
Mansa's voice.


"So,
since she's not going anywhere, can I shoot her now, or--"


"Quiet,
you babbling fool."


Was that
the man from Bada Aso? Drachen? Madiha felt dizzy.


There was a
pause in the room, a silence.


Madiha felt
a cold breath at her side.


"At
any rate. Pardon the uncouthness of my new associate. Welcome back to the
world of the living, Colonel Nakar. Or, I should say, Empress Nakar I? It is an
honor."


That cold
breath turned into a hateful hiss.


There was a
Majini very close. Too close. It was barely restraining itself.


"You didn't
give me a proper opportunity to talk before. Let us talk, your majesty."


 




 


 


























48. Fallibilis


 


52nd of the Aster's Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


 


Tambwe Dominance, City of Rangda -- 8th Division
Base, HQ


For reasons
unknown to the troops a high alert alarm and a quick deployment
order were issued to the 1st Motor Rifles, and deep into the night
the soldiers found themselves suiting and dressing up, gathering their rifles,
machine guns and explosives. They stood in attention at their
barracks, at the training field, and across the road to the depots. Rangda's
official gate guards for the base were disarmed and detained for security
reasons, and replaced with reliable Gendarmes attached to the Regiment.


Hobgoblin
tanks began to patrol the base. Anti-aircraft guns and spotlights were trained
skyward against possible bombardment. Chimeras, Giants and the Regiment's
organic towed artillery prepared themselves for the possibility of enemy
indirect fires that would need to be spotted, tracked and countered. Trucks
lined up in case a strike was ordered -- or an evacuation. Thousands of troops
undertook the deployment they had been training for days now to swiftly
perform, under the circumstances they feared the most.


And though they
had expected to hear the voice of the Colonel delivering this fateful order and
perhaps offering words of encouragement, it was instead a hasty command from
Chief Warrant Officer Parinita Maharani, whose voice nearly cracked during the
address.


Little did
they know the stress she was going through and the dire reasons behind it.


"She
hasn't reported back at all!"


Unlike the
rising troops, the 1st Regiment Headquarters was wracked by a lack of doctrine
and planning. They knew what to do in any situation but the one they were
currently experiencing. Padmaja and Bhishma sleepily monitored the radio and
looked out the window for any signs of friendly troops come to deliver messages
-- or arriving undesirables bringing ordnance. There was no paucity of movement.
Minardo paced the room behind Parinita, who was stomping back and forth in
circles so often she seemed to be cutting a line on the floor. Her face and
eyes were turning redder by the second.


It was well
past midnight. Madiha had not yet returned.


Were they
to engage in hostilities the 1st Regiment would do so effectively leaderless.


Parinita
spent most of her words on self-flagellation and few to give orders.


"I
knew this was a bad idea!" Parinita shouted. She twirled a lock of her
hair around her index finger and bit into the tip of another finger. "I
should have never agreed to it. I should have told her to send a letter to that
monstrous trollop telling her off! I should have been pushy and jealous, I
shouldn't have been so quick to be the good one here--"


Minardo
reached out a hand to Parinita's shoulder and stopped her.


Parinita
looked over her shoulder, nearly weeping.


"You'll
be ill-positioned to help her if you panic now." Minardo said.


Her hand
was shaking on Parinita's shoulder. She was worried too. They all were.


"Madiha
swore Chakrani wasn't up to anything. But look at all this!" Parinita
said.


She pointed
out the window. Minardo did not seem to know what to look at.


"The
Colonel can take care of herself. I doubt she will have gone down easily."
Minardo replied, trying to calm the situation. "I'd wager if anyone tried
to catch her she would run into the city. She has the most strategic mind I've
ever known. Trust her, Maharani."


"With
the city coming under lock-down how can we even find out?" Parinita
shouted.


Minardo
shook her head.


Parinita
thrust her fists up into the air and resumed her feverish pacing.


Scratch
scratch.


There was a
noise at the door.


Every pair
of eyes turned immediately to face it.


Padmaja
rushed out from behind her table and threw open the front.


From behind
the door, Kali pranced into the room with her head held up high.


In her
mouth, she had a rat.


Once the
momentary suspense faded, everyone resumed their rising panic.


Kali
glanced across the room.


She dropped
the rat on the floor and pushed on it with her head.


Nobody
seemed to pay her any attention. Everyone was too busy fretting.


Recognition
dawned upon her eyes. She seemed to realize who was missing.


In the next
instant Kali leaped onto Padmaja's table and charged toward the window.


She thrust
through the frame like a rocket, smashing the glass and tearing apart the wood
and concrete and flying out into the night sky. In seconds she had become a
distant blur that no human eye could track. Under the moonless sky she disappeared.


Parinita
and Minardo stood at the smashed window, perplexed.


"We
just had this repaired!" Padmaja cried out.


Nobody
quite knew what to do but to pray. The 1st Regiment was in many ways an
extension of its commander. Only she could decide how they would fight right
now. They were like an infant without a parent. Perhaps with the skill to walk;
but no direction to go.
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Mansa's
voice sounded almost mad with triumph. It was a sudden, sickening change.


"Oh
how I have waited for this! I have wanted to snatch you from Daksha Kansal for
so long, my innocent, beautiful Empress. The Zaidi barbarians ill deserve your
grandeur."


Around
her eyes, the cloth was porous enough to see hints of light like stars
within the darkness that otherwise blinded her. She could not see shadows or
outlines of people, try as she might. However she could tell by his speech that
Arthur Mansa was in front of her somewhere and that he was close. When he
spoke, however, Madiha quickly lost her composure and sense of place. She
reacted with unthinking, visceral disgust to him.


"You
abducted me for this nonsense?" She shouted in defiance.


Madiha
struggled, moving her arms, legs and torso and trying to force herself to stand;
but her body was bound tight. She had her hands affixed to the wooden arms of a
chair, as if condemned to electrocution, and her legs were similarly
restrained. She pushed on her bonds to no avail, stressing her wrists and
ankles as she attempted to escape.


Unable to
physically extricate herself, Madiha mentally cried out for the flame.


She felt
her own voice echo painfully within the recesses of her mind.


These
exertions bore no fruit.


She felt a
hollow place in her brain where she should have felt the power.


Her abilities
had become a blurry memory.


As one who
knew well the agony of memory loss she felt a jolt of panic.


Her anxiety
shook through her body and she tried to force her bonds again to no
effect.


"You
will not escape from here, my Empress." Mansa said. His voice had a mock
sweetness to it. "I have sealed your inconvenient quirks. Please,
do calm down."


"Stop
calling me that!"


Behind her
she felt the Majini drawing an eldritch breath.


Every pull
of its lungs seemed to steal air from her own. Her body was in distress
and she was losing grip on her mind as well. She felt an urgent need to move
that she could never satisfy; and she felt as though her mind were stretching
beyond its reach to try to seize upon her power, but she was still unable to.
It was as if one of her limbs had been cut. Whereas before she could move the
power like a finger, she had none now.


Shortness
of breath, dizziness, and a cold sweat that crept down her chest and back.


Her whole
body was shaking and she could not help it at all.


She was
just then starting to worry about her own safety.


As the
illusion of burning out of this predicament dissipated, it dawned on her that
she was trapped. She was in danger. She could be tortured or killed. Her heart
squirmed.


In the
darkness before her eyes, she heard Mansa's voice again.


"I
regret that it had to come to this, Madiha. I had truly hoped to take you under
my wing and to slowly unveil the truth. Rangda could have been a second home to
you under my careful watch. After
you rejected me I tried to force you to return to the negotiating table, to
swallow your pride or at least to react in a fashion that could lead us to a
dialog. Unfortunately, the rot of Daksha Kansal's ideology has wound its way
too deep into your soul. Speech will not help. In order to begin to heal you, I
will have to drain the abscess."


She
felt something sharp going through the nape of her neck.


"It
will be shocking, painful, and sudden. It may not make sense to you. But it is
right."


Around the
pinprick her sinews grew hot and tight. She started to cough.


"What
are you doing to me?" She shouted.


"Opening
your mind to the truth." He replied. He sounded frighteningly elated.


Madiha
quickly started to feel more disoriented than she once was. Though she once
knew her feet to be touching the ground and her back to be upright, she no
longer felt herself anchored by gravity. As the drug coursed through her body,
she thought herself suspended in a void. What little light lay before her eyes
danced and twisted in the dark. Sounds felt louder and harder to focus on. She
felt as though her mind had been ripped from her body, and the world outside
her was only disembodied voices speaking cruelly.


"Allow
me to be frank, for everyone with us in this room. I know I will sound mad, but
every genius who has seen truth in this world sounds mad. Madiha Nakar is
the eldest child of Emperor Kanawe Ayvarta II and therefore first in line for
the Imperial throne. Sarahastra Ayvarta is a pretender whose very birth was a
grave crime against history."


Between his
words, Madiha thought she heard a woman-like voice protest, but she was soon
muffled and inaudible, likely rendered so by whoever was assisting Mansa in
this scheme. In her place, another participant rose to challenge Mansa's reign over
the room.


"Have
you any evidence of these laughable claims, Councilman? Our alliance
already supposes Ayvarta has a true Empress, and our operations are predicated
on this fact."


She
recalled the voice that spoke the thoughts she wanted to vocalize, but could
not in her growing stupor. It was Gaul Von Drachen, the elusive Cissean General
among the Federation invasion force. He and Madiha had clashed in Bada
Aso, and she had almost forgotten his existence since. She had last seen him beneath the
flood rains. What was he doing here?


"Drachen,
I am a sagacious man, I would not be potentially throwing my life away without
proof. I have proof in forms short and long. Which do you desire first?"


"Well, first, I desire you refer to me
as Von Drachen. Then you may
continue your spiel however you wish. Though I warn you that your words are
sounding rather dangerous."


"Where
you see danger, I see only opportunity, Von Drachen."


Madiha
heard footsteps that reverberated, maybe in the room, maybe only in her head.


The
Councilman began to speak with an uncannily boisterous inflection.


"Since
my youth, the fall of the Empire has been a subject of obsession for me. Such a
powerful institution, so quickly destroyed; I have labored for decades to
understand. In that time I have picked up a plethora of curious facts about our
mutual acquaintance here. To begin with, I know the date of
Madiha's birth to be the 41st of the Postill's Dew of 1999. It took place
mere days after the death of Aubake Solstice IV, whose son you know well
as the Ayvartan Emperor relevant to your lifespans: Kanawe Ayvarta II."


Mansa's
voice rose high and grandiose as if preaching to a church audience.


"On
this day Kanawe's pregnant first wife, the stunning Genat of Tars, grew
horribly ill and went suddenly into labor. She passed after a painful,
premature birth. Alongside her
died Kanawe's firstborn child and future heir to the throne. On the eve of
his coronation he was given the ashes of two bodies too many. For decades the
instrument of Genat's death was known to be poison. It was blamed on the
growing political Left."


Madiha's
head churned. She knew nothing of this history. She scarcely knew anything
about the Emperor himself save for the cruelty he visited upon the people she
loved.


She knew
too that she had ended his life. She killed him; she killed her supposed
father.


Yet she
could almost make it out in the darkness. She saw the forms swelling and
shrinking like images in smoke. She saw a woman, tall and beautiful and heavily
pregnant, sick to death on a cushioned table, legs spread, her body covered in
bloody silk. Several attendants in varying states of panic surrounded her. Her
fine brown skin had gone pale and clammy. Her eyes rolled into her sockets. She
convulsed sickeningly.


Around her
the attendants broke into sobs. They extracted a child; but it was too late.


And yet,
Madiha heard the cries in the room. Why would there be cries?


"Owing
to the traumatic shock of losing his father, wife and child, the Emperor took a
dark turn after his coronation." Mansa continued. "He fell into
mysticism, reviving an ancient imperial title -- the once revered and
forbidden name of the first Emperor, Ayvarta. Naming himself Ayvarta II, he
styled himself a Warlord also, a folk hero, a fairy tale. He vowed to
awaken a power that would crush his leftist opponents and create another
mythical thousand-year reign; he spent his life on this meaningless
errand."


Kanawe
Ayvarta II. His name
was like nails in her skull. She could see him too.


She did not
want to. She felt in her mind the desire to run though her body could not.


"After
this tragedy, Kanawe's third wife, conveniently pregnant at the time, bore her
own fruit. Kanawe's new heir was named Sarahastra Ayvarta, to the applause of
the conspiracy that brought her into the world. Now the stage was set for the
early 2000s D.C.E. There was a new royal line, a new royal name, and a chaotic
future ahead for the Empire. I needn't explain what happens next. You lived
through it, after all, Madiha. The Zaidi rose, the Empire fell, and the White
and Red armies fought for the scraps. The White Army was defeated and fled. The
Socialist Dominances of Solstice were born."


She could
not escape the distorted images of her past no matter how much she fled.


Emperor Kanawe
standing before his throne, surrounded by shadows he thought under his control.
They lurked and waited and watched. Did they ever protect him? She struggled
with the man. She was a child, and he was in the depths of some grandiose
delusion; it could not rightly have been called a battle. And yet after the
aimless violence of their clash he was dead. She had killed him. She saw his
body crash into the earth.


There were
eerie cheers and laughs as the light left the man. Was it the Majini?


Surrounded
by the evil gloating shadows freed from his control, she summoned the fire in
the most brutal, visceral way. Great consuming flames burst out of her body and
reached, snake-like, for every Majini in
attendance, seeking them wherever they fled. Thousands of these false lives she
crushed in her unrestrained fury. Great snake-like heads of fire spread through
the palace and burst through the windows and roofs and out the doors. She made
the sky rain fire over the palace. She put Solstice to the torch.


Mansa's voice
disrupted the visions. He made the shapes change with his tongue.


He was
laughing mad, speaking as if possessed by a spirit.


"And
all of this history could have easily been misread as written by the Imperial
losers and the Communist victors, each with their own embellishment! Can you
believe the injustice of it all? Can you believe the frailty of our
works?" He continued, his cadence giving the illusion that every
syllable had a calculated melody. "History was almost snuffed out, but the
truth was still out there, flying on the wind-blown ash of the burning
Solstice city. Only a person in the right place at the right time could piece
it all together."


"How
can you be so sure?" Madiha said. She struggled to speak, and she felt
Mansa's words battering at her weakened mind. He was dragging her mind across
the echoes of time and it hurt.
She grew more afraid and cold and her senses swam all the more.


"I am
sure because I am a man born of the confluence of the world's four winds,
Madiha. It is only here in Rangda that it becomes possible to make sense
of your history. Listen: after the Zaidi revolution remnants of the lower
Imperial Authority fled away from Solstice. Rangda was the most convenient
place to escape. Low along the northern Ayvartan curve, and away from Solstice.
Rangda was a gateway to the world and stalwartly remained so."


Von Drachen
was mysteriously silent as Mansa returned to his tale.


Madiha
cursed the blindfold over her eyes. She needed to see the man speak. She needed
to see his face making a disingenuous smirk. She wanted to see the lie in him.


Judging by
his voice alone, he strongly believed everything he said.


"In
the panic of the civil war, many treasures of the Empire traveled safely
out of Rangda's ports and out into the wider world. No monetary value can ever
be placed on what was lost. Even with my influence, I managed to seize only an
inkling for myself."


Suddenly,
through the blindfold, Madiha thought she saw an eerie glow.


"What
is that? What exactly is happening here, Councilman?"


Von Drachen
sounded more perplexed than fearful.


Mansa
seemed to ignore Von Drachen and instead approached Madiha.


She knew he
was coming closer because the glow was moving nearer to her eyes.


Von
Drachen's reaction told her that the glow and Mansa were somehow one.


And as the
glow moved closer the Majini moved farther away.


She felt
its distinct, unrestrained cold growing farther.


"Ultimately
the communists would come. They made an example of Rangda. In the midst of the
attack on Rangda, Madiha, I was almost killed. Almost -- I was destined to discover the
truth. You owe your present situation twice over to the woman whom I met there.
A Messianic nun who refused to flee Rangda. She cared for the sick and the
war-wounded to repent for her many sins before the Messiah. As I lay dying,
she, sick of fleeing her past, tearfully confessed her crimes to a
mind she thought would vanish."


She could
see it, floating in front of her with the light. She felt the heat of the
burning city and saw into a half-collapsed building. A younger Mansa, lean and
strong, black as the night from soot and burns, laying at death's door on an
improvised bed. Over him loomed the tearful young woman, hair a golden blonde, skin pale as a ghost,
eyes blue as the sky the smoke prevented them from seeing. She was a woman who
had seen too much death, entirely too much death; a woman who had perpetrated
death herself.


"Messiah,
am I doomed to be wicked? Is this why I cannot save anyone?"


Her knees
buckled and she collapsed, her robes collecting the blood from Mansa's wounds.
Swallowed by sorrow she poured her heart out. She cried about the mother that
she killed, swayed both by fear and temptation provided by the exotic luxury of
the imperial court; she screamed about the child she stole and abandoned as she
fled south into the unknown lands beyond Solstice. Her body quivered as she
confessed the taint of her sin and how it prevented her still from achieving
any meaningful redemption.


"I have erred, Messiah, oh I have erred! But
I repent! I repent for the mother! I repent for the child! Please spare me the
old flames, Messiah! Please let my hands heal just once!"


Rangda
burned and the nun cried and Mansa, alive, listened.


One fateful
meeting that would create the millionth turning point in their history.


"She
had her wish. Despite all the death her hands had caused, she brought me to
life. In her final act of faith, the woman ignited a curiosity I would
hold for decades."


Mansa's
words felt distant, as if spoken by a many-mouthed thing and not by a man.
Madiha could not tell reality and fancy any longer. Her stomach turned and
gurgled in her belly as if screaming to come out. Her feet felt like leaden,
pendulous weights suspended in the air, dangling, seeking to stretch toward
ground and rip her apart. She could not tell whether she was suspended in the
air or standing on the ground or seated.


"Madiha,
you are the true child of Kanawe Ayvarta II. You did not die on that day. You
were saved by the conviction of Genat of Tars' midwife, a Nochtish, Messianic
woman who knew that condemning a child to death, no matter the bribe, would
damn her soul to hell. She poisoned your mother, induced your birth; but she
saved you. A premature child unsure
to grow, but she could not bear to kill you with your mother. Using the
gold she was given she fled from the eyes of the courtiers. Thus Sarahastra was
poised to ascend to the throne, and her family with her. To escape their rising
power and influence she took you to the only place she would go after fleeing
the politics of Solstice: a convent in the opposite side of the continent from
the internal warfare of the palace."


"Did
the woman mention a name by any chance?" Von Drachen solemnly interjected.


In front of
her eyes the burning city was swallowed by darkness. There was only the little
light that danced in front of her eyes and the voices that came from everywhere
near.


"Of
course not. At that point there was no name. But do you think it mere
coincidence that Madiha was a mysterious child without parentage who spent her
childhood confined to a convent, escaped into the street and grew to greatness
in Bada Aso and Solstice, and went on to be protected and coddled by the
communist party for years? Just luck that she became Kansal's favored,
invited to the battle for the throne itself? Nothing but circumstance that
she bore witness to the death of the Empire with her own eyes? Can you
follow the chain of events set off by the death of Solstice IV, and ignore it
all? I have seen the vastness of
the Archives in Solstice! I have spoken to the last of the historical
characters left in this drama, Von Drachen! I have studied this past more
than anyone!"


He was
growing irate. He was raving now. His words started to lose all meaning.


And yet
Madiha felt the dread of belief stabbing repeatedly at her sense of self.


She was but
a doll hung up for the knives of a horrible truth to be thrown.


"Your
proof is birth dates on Imperial ledgers, the grandiose sob story of a
fallen nun, and that Nakar allegedly grew up in a convent? You are killing
me." Von Drachen said.


He ignored
Von Drachen entirely now. He spoke only to her and only in terms she knew.


"I
admit it seems like mere coincidence until now, Madiha. But there is one last
thing."


Mansa did
something to the dim the light. Again the Majini moved closer.


"I
needed to know who could be the first-born of Ayvarta II.
What characteristic would such a child have to hint at its genealogy? I knew a
few details. She was an Arjun girl. She would likely grow to have dark eyes and
hair and medium-brown skin. Fair enough for the royalty but dark enough yet to
be an Ayvartan. She would be tall as an adult, like both her mother and father.
But that was too broad a spectrum still. For years since meeting that nun and
years more since burying her I was fascinated by this question."


She saw the
eerie glow rise and fall, perhaps as Mansa waved the object around.


"I
buried the question until the Akjer Treason. During
this time I was finally pushed to clamp down hard on the smuggling and black
markets in Rangda and Adjar. I must thank Daksha Kansal; her brazen
foolishness has many times proven so convenient to me. I received the twin
prizes of proportional representation and demilitarization for her naivety and
procedural ignorance. And I received another gift as well. I confiscated
several pieces I coveted in Rangda. One in particular was
life-changing. It was like a mummy, wrapped in parchment, with a mask. I
thought it was the remains of Ayvarta I. I was excited to have it. I wanted to
have every piece of the Empire that I could find. I needed
it; and I got it. Then it awakened, and I saw it. I saw the truth I hungered for."


Long, slow
hissing punctuated his every word. The Majini practically exuded malice.


Madiha saw
Mansa, rippling like water in front of her eyes. Under the shadows of a Rangda
night he had the treasure brought to him. Rangda, loyal to a fault, worshipful,
rewarded their old hero and patron with his final prize. A smuggler was shot, a
crate broken open. Nobody could understand the magnitude of what had returned
to Ayvarta.


Before them stood a great slumbering
brass mask surrounded by blood-red parchment.


Wrapped
tight in chains of obsidian. It did something to those who bore witness.


Mansa,
however, saw the root of his obsessions. Mansa, eyes wide as if taken by a
sudden madness, had a vision. He told himself then that he knew then
the source of the Zaidi's power and the truth about the fall of the Empire. He
knew where the real power lay. He released the being and as if on instinct,
showed the creature a black fragment.


He spoke,
commanded, and the creature begrudgingly woke and responded.


From his
quivering lips she heard the older Mansa's voice and the younger
disappeared.


"Majini. You might not be able to
hear its voice, Madiha, but it has much to say to me! I learned the plight of its people; the final
clue that I had been long seeking. I saw the indivisible truth of this world
and how it connected everything we know. Yet I knew could speak of this to
no one. So I maneuvered, and maneuvered, scraping blindly in Solstice for any
advantage, so that, perhaps, one day, I might be able to set right our
tragedy."


She heard
the voices echoing in her mind until they faded. Her breath caught in her
throat and her heartbeat slowed and she felt her brain twist. At the corners of
her vision there was a different kind of darkness, one that started in her eyes
rather than in front of them. Mansa continued to rave but Madiha lapsed out of
whatever world she was once in.


 










 


She was
hurled back to that dark place she never thought she would see.


It was not
the blindfold, not this time. She was frozen in true darkness.


Her uniform
was gone; her side-arm was gone.


Her height,
her strength, her experience, was all gone.


Suspended
in a void that was soundless save for her labored breathing.


She was a
child again. Her little vest, her little shorts, her cabbie hat, all there.


Her
wandering eyes were soon transfixed on the region before her.


It seemed
like a mirror fashioned out of the dark.


She saw her
reflection; it was the child cursing her when she was last stranded here.


Her
appearance had changed. She was not merely a girl dressed as a courier. That
was Madiha's role now. Her antagonist was clothed now in an extravagant dress,
with a sari that was lined with gold and jewels. Each of her fingers was
encircled by a golden band, and gold, jewel-encrusted bracelets adorned her
wrists. Her neck was adorned by a golden choker, and set into each of her ears
were small black diamonds. She was suddenly incredibly beautiful, her clean,
shining face done up with luxurious cosmetics.


Empress
Nakar? Empress Ayvarta III? What was the real name? What did it mean?


When the
other Madiha opened her face was briefly contemptuous.


Her eyes
burned with the ancient fire.


"Do
you understand now?"


Her voice
resounded with crushing power.


"Do
you realize now? Why we should have gone with the last cycle of violence?"


Madiha
shook from head to toe. She stepped back, but there was nowhere to escape to.


She could
not turn away from the sight.


A cruel
grin spread the other Madiha's face ear to ear in a sickening expression.


"Do
you realize that we have no place in this world now?"


She felt
taller and grander than ever before. Invincible. Fire swirled around her arms.


"Do
you understand? So many times, we should have died. We should have gone. We are
removed from this world a dozen times over. Our existence is a travesty of
fate. We ought to die Madiha. We are a poison that everyone seeks to drink. We
are as the undead who cling to the world their lives will only ruin. We, too,
are the Majini."


"No!"


Madiha's
voice was trembling but she found her footing and stood solidly again.


She felt
her physicality exerting herself again. She was growing taller and stronger.


Her uniform
was returning to her body a garment at a time, replacing the courier clothes.


"No, you
are still fake! You're still not me!" shouted Madiha.


"Are
you still living in denial? Pathetically clinging to unlife?" mocked The
Other Madiha.


"I'll
live in denial so long as I've reason to distrust intruders like you!"


She stared
straight on at The Other Madiha, at her eyes.


She found
not the fire that she knew within them, but a viscous, green fluid.


The Other
Madiha's features twisted into a monstrous scowl.


Under her
bountiful royal garb the skin started to turn green.


There was a
scorpion's tail rising from under the back of her skirt.


"Be
quiet! You are nothing without me! Accept the truth!"


Like
lightning the tail struck in a flashing instant.
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Gaul Von
Drachen had found himself listening to the rantings of a very ill man.


There was
no other way he could put it. Mansa was troubled. He needed help.


No help was
being offered. Nobody in the room made any kind of response.


He had the
floor entirely to himself. Mansa stood triumphant, farcically sure of
himself.


Gone was
the reserved gentleman he had seen before. Had it all been an act?


Given one
shred of a larger victory, Mansa confidently allotted himself the whole war.


And
then-some; he alloted himself several other vast metaphysical concepts.


"Empress,
I know of your abilities and I intend for you to use them. It is high time that
Magic revive in this world and rejoin the powers of humanity. No longer shall
it hide--"


The
Councilman continued to goad the girl in this bizarre fashion.


She did not
respond to his provocations.


She was not
responding to anything. In fact her mouth seemed to hang.


"Hold
on one moment."


Von
Drachen raised his hand as if in a classroom.


Mansa
seemed irritated to have to respond to him.


"Yes,
General Drachen?"


At this
barbarity, Von Drachen found he had to postpone his questioning momentarily.


He wanted
to ask him if Ayvarta's magical scholars had any headway on this issue.


He knew
well, however that none of the world's universities had.


So he
tackled the bigger issue instead.


"My
good man, I believe I have said, many a time, that it is Von Drachen. We are not animals, Councilman! We have civilization
and technology! And yet, what holds us above the beasts are the simple acts of
courtesy embedded in our shared language for communication--"


"General Von Drachen, can you not see we have an
honored guest?"


Mansa
gestured toward the unresponsive body of Madiha Nakar, who to Von Drachen's
knowledge had not made an independent movement in what seemed like a half hour
now. She was more of a verbal pummeling dummy than a person, much less an Empress.


Suddenly
Mansa turned his ravings from Colonel Nakar and onto him.


"When
I reached out to you I thought you were a disciplined military
commander who had led the war machine of Nocht to countless victories! And yet,
you appear as a child who cannot control his mouth and mannerisms! Would you at
least defer to the adults?"


Von Drachen
frowned pointedly. It was not an expression he made often in company.


"Well
Councilman, I thought you a serious man of politics, and that is why against
all counsel I agreed to the offer your infiltrators made to me. I could have
shot all of your men and left the undecideds to rot in cages under the rain,
but instead I came all this way to participate in what has, so far, been
nothing but pointless theater. And now you have punctuated this sorry display
of conspiracy with a stream of complete nonsense fairy tales."


Their
voices reverberated. Von Drachen was in the Council Building still --
there was even a window here. It was not a place he would have chosen for an
interrogation. He wasn't even in a basement: it was Meeting Room #3, he had
heard. Much of this wing of the Council Building had been cleared out for their
purposes. They had a long window in the middle of the room, carpets, banners. They removed the tables, save for one, behind
which Mansa had calmly sat before Nakar was delivered
to be taunted and jeered at.


Though he
had ridden in with the collaborating Ayvartan forces, Von Drachen had staunchly
refused to throw himself solely on their mercy. Infiltrating with him was a Cazadores company, and of
those men he brought two into this meeting. Mansa had with him a young man
and a woman, both tall and rough-looking sorts, like gangsters. They stood
unmoved by the presence of Mansa's unannounced third man, a tall, thin kind of person who wore a
humorous, shiny yellow mask, perhaps made of brass, and was wrapped in
frayed black cloth parchments like a man out of an ancient coffin.


Von Drachen
questioned his sense of style, but said nothing.


He did not
want to seem culturally insensitive.


Then there were
the captives with them. He knew Colonel Nakar, but there was another girl
brought in and set aside in a corner. She was rather pretty, with ringlets in
her hair and an office uniform. Before Mansa began his theater in earnest, she
had been knocked out by the beefy woman in the room and had remained
unconscious since then.


All of this
was mostly as it should be, he supposed.


It was the
room's discussion that currently troubled
him the most.


Over the
course of his military career Von Drachen had heard many bizarre
statements. Military organization bred a certain distance from reality. For
example, whenever Von Sturm invented dates and projections for when his
campaigns would see success -- Von Drachen tended to file those into a mental
bin labeled 'nonsense.' In his short time among the traitorous Ayvartans,
however, he had heard more scandal out of mouths than ever before.


Unable to
sort out what was going on, Von Drachen casually addressed the room.


"How
many of you are in on this nonsense? Do you all believe this fool?"


He pointed
at Mansa, who scowled back at him.


Nobody but
the two Cazadores he brought to the
meeting seemed to care.


Everyone
was suddenly aware of the one voice missing from this exchange.


Mansa
silently ordered the man accompanying him to inspect the so-called Empress.


When
Mansa's man pulled the blindfold off Nakar, she was unresponsive.


Her eyes
were spread wide open but her gaze was blank and glassy.


"Oh
no. That looks undignified."


Von Drachen
approached her and waved his hand in front of her face. Her eyes did not track
his movements at all. He snapped his fingers next to her ear, and her cold,
sweating body did not react at all. Her face started to slump, but her
eyes remained hauntingly open. He put a hand on her neck and felt an erratic
pulse. She was not dead.


"Is it
a psychotic episode?" Von Drachen asked. Though he found Nakar's
extermination to be unfortunately quite necessary, he could not help but feel a
human compassion and worry toward someone who seemed to be in such incredible
distress at the moment. Mansa had drugged her, normally an interrogation
technique, though this was more an interrogation in reverse at
the moment; and then he browbeat her with his fantasies.


Mansa was
unfazed her condition. For someone who purported to be obsessed with the
imperial royalty, he treated her not like a treasure but more like a living
punching bag.


"It
may be residual, from the toxin. Give her a stimulant." He callously said.


At the back
of the room, the woman of Mansa's entourage procured a needle from
the table and filled it with some transparent fluid. Indelicately, she stuck
the implement in Nakar's neck and injected her with the substance. This had an
immediate effect. Her whole body shook and then straightened out in a grizzly
fashion. Gasping for breath, Nakar's head bobbed forward and back and she
struggled with her bonds. She slowly settled down, and her gaze seemed more
substantial and aware as the moment passed.


She cast
eyes around the room, her breathing quickened sharply.


"Madiha,
are you more aware now?" Mansa asked.


His voice
was falsely sweet, and he spoke as if familiar with her.


Her eyes
wearily tracked the man's hand as he snapped his fingers at her.


Though she
was clearly awake, she still did not respond to him. Judging by her face she
was still disoriented, in a state of near-panic. Hearing Mansa's story must
have had a profound effect on her state of mind. Von Drachen knew nothing of
her willpower, but such a revelation out of anyone's mouth, and in such a
crooked situation as this, would probably set even the most
stout mind down a dark path. He felt a great pity for her.


And that
injection could not have helped matters.


Mansa let
the silence go on for a time before he stepped up to resume his speech.


"Listen
well to me, Madiha. My political career has not been for naught here. You may
think me mad but I do not act randomly. I have always gravitated to where the
power is. Power creates stability. During the Empire the power lay not with the
Emperor but in the wealth of the nation. In the Socialist Dominances of
Solstice, power does not lie with the ideology of the state but with the
system of its laws. Smart men go where the power is."


He produced
again the
object he had been
waving before. It was like a die, a cube, small enough to fit in his hand.
Swirling within the cube was a spherical darkness around a tiny, flickering
flame that produced much more light than its volume would suggest it should.
Von Drachen had never seen its like. This was the kind of trinket that almost
made one believe in the Magic that estranged scholars struggled to return to
the world.


But it was
not magic just like Madiha Nakar was not an Empress. Von Drachen knew that in
this world there always a lie to be found within promises of grandeur and
power.


"It
was the power of Solstice that allowed me to carve out my little portion of the
military to use here, and that gave me access to documents that shed some light
on the events preceding the rise and fall of Kanawe Ayvarta. Now, I have seen
that there is a new power, a greater power. You could even say it is a higher power. I knew since the fall of
the Empire that there was a void that true, unimpeachable power could fill.
That drove my curiosity. I knew there was a hidden history to our lives. You
are that history."


Whatever
Mansa was seeing, he did not convey it convincingly enough for the General.


"You
are confusing history for mythology, Councilman." Von Drachen said.


Nevertheless,
as he had all night, Mansa continued to talk with almost frothing fervor.


Again, Von
Drachen found himself sidelined.


"Though
I had an inkling of awareness of your power before, it was during Bada Aso that
I realized I had to accelerate my plans with hundredfold speed. I must admit, I
expected you to fail. I started to lose my younger, fanciful mind and lost my
sense to stoic pragmatism. I saw the forces arrayed before you, and saw what
you had at hand. I expected to use your failure to bolster my political
position and perhaps even to seek my own premiership. Seeing the devastation
you unleashed, I knew I had to move in on you, no matter the cost. It was
confirmed to me; only Magic could have done this."


Madiha
raised her head and sat back against her chair. She breathed in and sighed.


Mansa
smiled, and spoke more pointedly after seeing her more animated state.


"Knowing
what you do now, Madiha, can you continue to struggle?" He asked.
"Would you do to other cities what you did to Bada Aso in order to
protect the doomed Solstice? Properly aided you can nurture a power that could
end all of this. You can reign over this continent and bring the pax
austri that the world is screaming out for. What do you
say?"


"I'm
going to kill you." Madiha said, her voice cracking with rising
emotion.


Von Drachen
found himself smiling admiringly at her resolve.


"Cute."
Mansa replied. He scowled at her, despite his quick retort. "What do you
really intend to do, Empress? You cannot possibly return to the Socialist
Dominances of Solstice now. You are a walking contradiction! These people
ignorantly see you as the hero of their propaganda! And yet, you undermine your
system by merely existing, do you not? You are no proletarian lionheart. In
your blood there are conquerors and kings! This system exists to purge you!
Upon knowing the truth, would not the masses hate you? Anyone hearing this
conversation, with a socialist strength of character, would hate you."


"Stop
asking me the same things. I already said what I would do to you."


She was
starting to sound as irate as Mansa sounded delirious.


"You
cannot kill me. You cannot even move from that chair without my consent.
Empress, I am promising you the power to bring peace to our people. Do you want
to continue to witness a war you are likely to lose from its front lines? Or do
you want to spare your people this suffering from the seat of power? With my
aid you can unite our people and wipe all of your enemies from the very face of
Aer. Please reconsider."


He raised
the cube again as if to thrust it against her face. As if it meant anything to
her.


Von Drachen
turned to face Madiha, who looked past him with fiery determination.


"Swallow
your trinket and shit it out, you pathetic
coward!"


Her voice
strained from the violent tone of her voice.


"I'm
sick to death of these godsdamned fantasies! Everybody projects on me and
defines who I am; it's not fair! It's not fair that this keeps happening! I'm
sick of the Hero of the Border and the Right Hand of Death; I'm sick of the Warlord! I'm sick of
people coming up with names for me that I never chose to have and I do not want
to live up to! I'm sick of
your delusions, Mansa! You should have focused your disgusting obsessions on unearthing child
graves instead of day-dreaming about me!" Madiha shouted.


She started
trying to jump in her seat, like a rabid dog raring to bite at the sight of
flesh.


Her eyes
flashed wildly with a great depth of hatred.


Even when
they fought back in Bada Aso, Von Drachen had never seen her like this.


She was
well and truly furious. He could believe she would kill this man on the spot.


"You
are nothing without those
things, Madiha Nakar! Your chosen name is a falsity invented by convent
records; your ideology is the parroted words of Daksha Kansal! You are a fabrication; the only thing
real is your blood and power!" Mansa shouted back.


"Then after walking over your corpse I will
invent a real Madiha!" She shouted back.


Her eyes
were filled with tears but her whole body was shaking with rage.


"I am
not some myth! I am only Madiha Nakar and I swear on
this earth I will make you suffer; your soul will continue to burn
even after death, if you do not surrender to
me!"


Mansa took
a step back, perhaps in shock. He sighed deeply, rubbing his face.


Von Drachen
chuckled. She was not a graceful speaker, but she was energetic.


Amid the
shouting match, he finally found a space to interject.


"You
understand the peril of your position, don't you Councilman? The Nochtish invasion
is predicated on the claim of Mary Trueday as the symbolic ruler of the
Ayvartan people. The Lehner administration will not take kindly to a second
claim; and acting as their representative, neither can I." Von Drachen
said. He was not very concerned for the non-military elements of this war, at
the moment, but he had to uphold his sworn duty.


Mansa
turned his scowl back on him from the champing and frothing Madiha.


"What
are you insinuating, you ridiculous man? What can you do?"


"Magic
or no, Empress or no, Nocht is not amenable to your position. You seem to be
proposing the tolerable creation of a third faction. There will be no such
thing. We will destroy you as we plan to destroy the Socialist Dominances of
Solstice." Von Drachen said. "I came here because you
were joining our side. You cannot
now make your own. Echoing the young lady, I am afraid I will have to put
an end to you myself if she cannot."


For his
trouble, Von Drachen found himself suddenly face to face with the masked man.


It had appeared
in front of him as if from out of a smokescreen, one second behind Nakar and
the next in front of him. He had not even seen a blur. It was simply there.


Mansa spoke
again with the calm, callous demeanor Von Drachen found more familiar.


"General
Von Drachen, I must thank you for releasing my 8th Division back to me. Though
it appears I have drastically
erred, I still have more troops than either you or Colonel Nakar. I have plenty
of time and plenty of different means to help to mold our dear Empress Nakar
into the wise and useful ruler I know that she can be. But you,
unfortunately, have proven quite redundant. It's a pity. Know that I did not
want this."


He almost
seemed to speak as if trying to convince and calm himself down about this.


Just
another part of the theater? Von Drachen could no longer tell his motives or
senses.


And from
word one he knew not what to make of the brass mask.


He felt a
chill coming from it that was disturbing to his very core.


"Big
guy, aren't you?" He said.


There was
no response from the being.


In front of
Von Drachen, the sleeves of the brass-faced man's garments burst outward from
the rest of the parchment, wrapping around flesh that seemed as if newly
sprouted.


Cold blue
claws flexed with anticipation. On his mask, the design of a sharp, rising and
falling wave-line seemed to twist and warp with a hissing, barely audible
laughter.


Sighing
with exasperation, Von Drachen drew a pistol and his men
loyally followed.


At once the
masked man reared his arms back as if it were stretching them out.


"Kill
him and then find the rest of his men and take them at your leisure--"


Mansa's
order to the creature was interrupted as the window burst into pieces.


Like a
cannonball something shot through and slammed into the masked man.


Together
the intruder and the masked man fell into a rolling melee. Something long and
scaly and snarling bit and clawed and thrashed with Mansa's enforcer smashing
him into the far wall behind Nakar and tearing chunks out of his body. Visible
white vapor like cold breaths burst from every wound in place of blood, and the
masked man shrieked.


In that instant, Mansa and his
supporters were exposed.


Pistols
were going up on all sides; everyone was targeting everyone.


It would
get bloody.


Von Drachen
had only one chance and one shot to escape the likely result of this mess.


He had to take someone out before anyone
else could shoot.


In less
than a second his mind seemed to make the decision for him.


Though he
was pained to let other opportunities go, he pulled the trigger
on Mansa.


"Don't
kill me yet, Nakar." Von Drachen
shouted.


His shot
struck the man's hand. He flinched and screamed and waved broken fingers.


From his
grip the rough-hewn black die slipped and dropped.


His
subordinates struggled to escape its vicinity, but everything happened too
fast.


Von Drachen
heard the object shatter like a vast window meeting a pulverizing death.


He knew not
what it would do, but the noise told him he had chosen correctly.


It made a
sound too great and terrible for such a small trinket.


Then there
was an unnatural, sudden shadow, like a flash of
black inky darkness.


For a brief
second he saw an expanding sphere around the feet of the enemy.


It consumed
Mansa and the desk and the woman that was near him.


Von Drachen
blinked, and the two disappeared from the world.


Beneath
where their feet had been was a hole about a meter in diameter.


On a nearby
wall there was a perfectly symmetrical crater the same size.


Had the
shadow swallowed them whole? Had it vacuumed in part of the wall too?


Mansa's
remaining man stood speechless. His face contorted with grief.


Behind
them the monstrous thing standing off against the dragon howled suddenly.


In the next
instant, Madiha Nakar's eyes flashed with fire.


She stood
weakly from the chair she had been confined in, her bonds burnt off.


Her
breathing was heavy and her voice was spent. But she did not strike the Cisseans.


"You've
earned yourself a few minutes of my clemency, Drachen." She murmured.


"It is Von Drachen! Von Drachen!" He shouted
helplessly.
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He wouldn't treat his precious Empress this
way if he really believed.


It was just
the expediency of a power-hungry schemer.


Somehow he
found out about my power and he wanted to use me.


She held on
to that thought for some comfort. She had nothing else.


She did not
know what to believe, but she knew what she wanted her self to be.


Madiha felt
like her head was about to explode. She felt sick and a little dizzy and the nape
of her neck felt like a tight bundle of throbbing muscle. She did not even want
to know what the wounds looked like. It would certainly bruise. There was even
blood.


Her mind was still swimming with
half-remembered images.


Whatever
those needles contained it was strong.


It could
truly have altered her mind in an irreparable fashion had any more been
injected. Perhaps it could have even overcome the protection of her strange
power.


She stood
from the chair, her wrists and ankles feeling raw from her bonds.


Quickly she
took stock of the chaos unfolding.


Mansa and
that woman who had been with Jota at the depots, Moira; both were gone.


On the half
of the room once occupied by the conspirators, only Jota remained.


He stood
unsteadily, his firearm wildly shaking in his hands.


"The
stone," he murmured with horror, "the stone."


On the
right-hand wall near him, Chakrani was unconscious and bound.


Had she
been any closer perhaps whatever took Mansa would have taken her too.


Near her,
Von Drachen and his two Cissean fighters in Ayvartan uniform held their aim on
Jota. They were perhaps unwilling to stare at the brawl unfolding behind them,
where Kali had the Brass Mask in a melee. She climbed on its body, avoided its
hands, floating and jumping and swinging off him almost more monkey than
lizard, employing her tail, claws and wings to batter and slash the creature
and covering it in vaporous wounds.


"Von
Drachen, if you want to escape from here I need a weapon now." Madiha
said.


Immediately,
the Cissean General plucked a pistol from a subordinate's hip.


He handed
it over, but not quickly enough.


"You fucking monster!"


Jota rapidly pulled the trigger on his
gun with frantic abandon.


His shots
flew over Madiha's shoulder and around her side. Jota struck one of Von
Drachen's men. Immediately Von Drachen and his remaining man opened fire back.
Six bloody wounds blossomed on Jota's chest. He stumbled back over half of
Mansa's table which had been cleanly severed by the black burst from the
trinket. Falling over, he lay twitching and choking for a few seconds and
seemed to quickly die from his wounds.


Von Drachen
kneeled beside his man, and found him struck in the neck and choking.


"No
good. I'm sorry. Rest knowing, however, that we only lost one instead of
all."


He put his
gun to the man's forehead and shot through his brain.


Madiha
turned her head away from the sight and rushed toward Chakrani's chair.


"Nakar,
we have bigger problems!" Von Drachen shouted.


Almost as
soon as he called out to her, she turned and watched as the Majini finally
seized Kali by the neck and hurled the little dragon out of the window like a
stone.


"Kali!"
Madiha cried out.


The
Majini whirled around to meet them. Madiha raised the pistol she had been
given, a common Nocht Zwitscherer.
Her aim was unsteady; against a Majini she was not certain to hit. They had
some kind of aura about them that made many of her powers falter.


Von Drachen
and his remaining man followed suit, backing away toward Madiha with their firearms
trained on the creature. The Brass Mask, in its neutral position, was like an
old drape around a cylinder with a head. With its arms retracted, and its body
so covered by voluminous parchment, it did not have anything resembling a human
shape, if one knew how the limits of how thin and stretched a normal human body
could become.


Normally
the mask was static, made of metal, with a smaller head within the face.


Madiha
could feel a difference in this one. And soon, she started to see the difference.


She bore
witness as the mask gruesomely split in half and then across again in four.


Four brass
plates on four snout-like chunks of a head between which there were teeth.


Amid the
black gums on these fleshy pillars there were eyes and a lolling purple
tongue.


That was
not a brass mask it was wearing. That was its face, its brass face.


She almost
could not fathom that such a thing could exist on Aer. She had heard of goblins
and ghosts, of witches and fairies, of great races of a distant past that
created long-gone monuments sunk into the seas. She knew of mythical things
that on some level had a face, a human face that could speak and emote and that
could be understood. To the consummate socialist atheist these were known as
stories that explained human issues and troubles. That was why they had these
human faces.


Nothing
like that could explain what she was seeing before her.


There was a
weight to the sight that made her eyes want to turn from it.


Again she
felt herself pushing with her power on
her own mind to try to keep together.


She
mustered the strength to keep standing and to speak and move.


She could
not collapse here. Parinita would not save her here.


She had to save Parinita now. From this; from what could
potentially unfold.


Her
conviction and survival instinct helped her overcome her fear momentarily.


"Von
Drachen this thing is different than I thought! Keep your distance!"
She whimpered.


"Rest
assured, my dear, that your experience has no bearing on how much distance I
keep from this monstrosity!" Von Drachen replied, talking fast as he
stepped away.


She
wondered how he could even stand to stare at it. His looked almost amused.


At Von
Drachen's side, the remaining soldier's legs shook so strongly that he
fell.


Even his
eyes and jaw seemed to be shaking uncontrollably.


The Brass
Face turned its gouged head this way and that, searching the room.


It spoke
but its words were soundless.


"Ayvarta," bellowed many voices at once, "He has gone."


All across
its "mouth," the many "eyes" seemed to focus on Madiha.


"You reek of his will. Of the shackles he placed."


Though the
sounds she heard made no sense she could still understand them.


From its
sides the arms sprouted anew. Ice began to collect on its palms and fingers.


"I sense
the void. You cannot have this. I must take it from you."
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"You employed the foul timbre. I do not
understand."


Standing before
Madiha and Von Drachen, the Brass Mask turned its four gore-strewn snouts
toward the hole left on the ground by Mansa's trinket. Madiha's mind was slowed
by the weight of the creature's presence. She tried to think of where this
creature could have come from and what its relation was to the Majini that
she knew. Those beings were just bodies with masks and cloaks, or so she had
thought. Were they all like this?


She felt
the monster's every move like a throb within her head.


"We
did nothing. Mansa unearthed you." Madiha said.


At her
side, Von Drachen glanced at her with a startled look.


"Are
you talking to
it? What on Aer do you hope to accomplish with that?"


"To
escape with my life, perhaps?" Madiha snapped back.


"I can
assure you that thing is unlikely to
respond diplomatically!"


Judging by
his attitude, Madiha intimated that Von Drachen could not
understand the Majini. It was either speaking only to her or she was the
only one present who could hear. Perhaps only those with
"ESP" could hear it. Madiha would operate with this idea in mind; she
did not desire to ask Von Drachen whether he could or not. He was still her
enemy and any information she could withhold from him might have a later use.


In the
moment this discovery provided no succor or advantage. Madiha, in fact, felt
ever more alone and trapped. Though she had Von Drachen's tenuous support
during this standoff, in reality it was only she and the Majini who could
affect the ultimate outcome. Her exhausted mind and weary body shook with
indecision. Nobody dared move and possibly prompt an attack. The Majini
continued to ramble to the air, unvoiced, unheard.


"Ayvarta
enslaved me. Did he use me to rekindle the human flame-- no! He already
had power! Even as I stood, a wall casting shadow o'er man, man created sparks.
Four sparks on the four corners. And yet you employ the timbre too?"


She saw the
eyes within the Majini's slimy, fleshy face spinning every which way. Its black and purple, slimy gums and teeth seemed to expand
and contract, as if taking in breaths of air without any visible nostrils.


Madiha
glanced over her shoulder very briefly. Chakrani was still dormant in the far
corner of the room. She had thankfully survived the shooting and the strange
detonation that killed Mansa, and though unconscious she was unharmed. She was
at least presently removed from the standoff.


It was
imperative to keep Brass Face occupied and away from her.


"I do
not understand. Too much time has passed. But my purpose remains."


In a flash
the Majini made the first move.


Madiha saw
an inkling of its movement, like a glint in the air and a shuddering in her
spine that warned her of danger, but her body could never react as fast as her
mind. In the next instant the Majini had shifted its entire bulk behind them
and with one massive hand seized Von Drachen's companion and lifted him by his
head. Frost-covered claws clamped down over the man's face and neck. He kicked
his legs and screamed and pulled on the digits but could not get free of the
beast.


Von Drachen
calmly raised his pistol and opened fire on the monster, squeezing rounds into
its abdomen and legs and face, at every bit of its figure not blocked by
the body of his own flailing man. Madiha's reflex was to join him, but she
lowered her pistol right after first raising it. Every shot seemed to go
through the Majini without any effect except raising wisps of vapor that
dissipated into the air after a second or two.


Unflinching
amid gunfire, the creature tightened its grip on the man.


"I
will borrow this flesh."


Trails of
white vapor blew from the man's skin as the claw bit into him.


Madiha
found herself paralyzed with fear at the sight.


Von Drachen
stopped shooting and stared, mouth agape.


The Cazador
screamed and wailed in desperate agony as his flesh sloughed.


Through the
transformation his voice distorted and eventually muted.


They were
spared much of the sight, but between digits of the gruesome claw Madiha could
see an eye moving wildly within its socket, turning a copper color and becoming
slitted as the lids fused together save for a thin line in the middle. Around
the socket the skin discolored, liquefied, shed, bubbled and then set anew,
bleached white, smooth, and solid. The man's limbs turned black, indistinct and
gelatinous. The Army uniform over his body began to sink in places as
his muscles rapidly emaciated. He became too thin, too long, unrecognizable as human. Rags of slimy skin over bone.


From behind
the Majini's back its second arm reached for the window and ripped a curtain
from its bars. In an unnatural flurry of movement, it draped the cloth over the
man and wrapped him in it before the changes to his body had fully set, and
then it released the corpse on the floor.


It should
have hit the floor, limp and dead from the horrors done to it.


Defying all
natural logic, it fell onto unseen feet and stood solid.


Hard
all-white faceless head, like a mask,
and a thin, tall cylindrical body in drapes. Long limbs that seemed to protrude
and retract when needed.


The Brass
Face had made something that frighteningly resembled a Majini.


And
somewhere beneath all of that was the tormented remains of a man.


"All
who cannot be turned will be killed. Until the timbre is forgotten anew."


Von Drachen
stared at the monster, and then at the monster that had once been a
man. He raised his hand to his mouth, his teeth chattering.


"Shooting
that cube was a mistake." He mumbled to himself.


Madiha
swallowed and it felt like she was forcing a stone down her throat.


Though the
"newborn" Majini presented a problem, it also gave her an idea. Her
overwhelming fear did not completely smother her tactical mind. Indeed, only in
the desperate rush of emotion did she find her way.


There was
something bundled deep within that cloak that she could use.


"Hit
the dirt!" Madiha shouted.


She had no
time to confirm whether or not Von Drachen was following her order, and she
could only pray that Chakrani would be spared the violence.


There was
no other choice.


Madiha set
her feet and drew in a deep breath.


Both the
monster and its master recognized the danger.


Madiha was
an instant quicker than them.


She thrust
out her least injured arm and her mind flashed the image of an old Territorial
Army stick grenade, hanging from the belt of the disfigured man. Thinking
faster than the enemy could move she lit a spark within the high-explosive
blasting cap and ignited the TNT inside.


Unthinking,
the new Majini reared back for a charge.


It made it
two running steps from Brass Face before detonating.


In a burst of
violent light the Majini disappeared, and a wave of heat and pressure tore
suddenly across the room. Madiha had less than seconds to act. Out of pure
defensive reflex her mind pushed against the blast,
deflecting the concussive force screaming toward her. Her arm flared with
intense pain, and she fell onto her back, the wind knocked out of her
instead of the viscera. Brass Face recoiled violently from the blast and
struck the nearby wall, smashing through the cement and falling under a
heap of rubble.


Madiha
could not tell whether it had tried to flee or whether the blast flung it
away. She struggled to force herself upright, both of her arms
functional but sounding a painful alarm with every movement. Gritting her teeth
through the pain, she made it up onto her knees to find the vicinity caked in
wet black and purple viscera and ashen jelly. This filth had spread across the
room, save for a clean halo around her where she had pushed the blast and
its byproducts and blocked their effects.


With Brass
Face's bulk removed from her sight, Madiha could again see Chakrani tied to her
chair against the corner of the room. She could run for her-- but there was no
telling whether she had the advantage yet.


As she
stood from the floor she scanned the room for Von Drachen.


Near the
collapsed wall, she found him lying under the corpse of the soldier Jota took
from him. He looked scuffed but relatively unharmed for the events that
transpired. Von Drachen had hidden under the corpse; mutilated and burnt, the
body had shielded him from the brunt of the blast. Luckily for him, he had
managed to take the man's grenade and flung it across the room before the
violence erupted around him.


Soon as
Madiha made eye contact with Von Drachen, he pushed the body off
himself and stood on unsteady legs, dusting some of the alien jelly from his
shoulders and arms. An enthusiastic smile played about his lips.


"I
commend you on surviving to the end of this madness, Colonel Nakar!" Von
Drachen said. "Now, allow me a few words about the dissolution of our
truce."


Madiha felt
a fresh jolt of stress in her chest. "No! You idiot, it's not--"


"Now,
now, madam, I'm talking." He
raised his pistol to her.


Before
Madiha could shout, a soundless roar psychically drowned her out.


Behind them
the rubble shifted, and Brass Face stood from the mound.


Dust and
masonry sifted off its shoulders. It appeared almost unharmed.


Rotating as
if independent of its neck, the creature's head stared at them.


Its
grotesque snouts and teeth reformed into a mask.


Along its
clean brass center, the wave-form symbols furiously oscillated.


With its
grotesque head hidden again, Madiha felt the weight of its presence lessen. A
burden lifted from her mind. She could almost think straight again. Her
breathing still quick with stress, she took a guarded stance and
waited. Running away in a panic would only get her killed.


And it
would abandon Chakrani to an unimaginable fate.


"Truce?"
Von Drachen asked in a strained, sickened voice.


"Move
only in reaction to it." She warned. "It'll take advantage of any
mistake."


Von Drachen
frowned. "I suppose that precludes running away?"


Brass Face
turned to face them, slow and deliberate. It did not pounce or charge or blink
behind them as she had seen it do in the past. On its lower body she saw trails
of chill air seeping through a frayed, burnt patch of cloak. There was a
wound there but it was as if her eyes refused to recognize it. Blurry
flesh seemed to roil and bubble and shift upon this surface.


Von
Drachen's lower lip quivered. He raised his hand to his mouth to gag.


Perhaps he
had seen it; maybe even more of it than she.


Madiha said
nothing, too transfixed by the monster to speak.


Once its
head fully turned to meet them, the rest of its body began to twist to match,
turning thin and long like a snake but with the suggestion of shoulders atop
its upper section. From the midsection pieces of cloak rustled and separated.
An arm lifted as the upper body twisted into the room; Brass Face suddenly
raised its gnarled claw as if aiming for Madiha.


Madiha felt
the air in the room turning very cold and dense.


It became
suddenly hard to breathe.


When she
gasped for air her breath was visible, white as snow.


"Outside,
now!" She shouted, her voice dwindling.


"I
thought you said--"


"Forget
it! Now!"


Von Drachen
quickly turned and ran for the door to the meeting room.


Between the
fingers of Brass Face's claws, frost and ice started to form.


Crackling
and crunching like falling glass, the frost swirling around its fingers
compacted and lengthened into a long shaft in less than seconds.


Madiha tore
herself from the sight and ran out behind Von Drachen.


She felt a
force strong as a hurricane gust and cold as a blizzard sweep past.


Behind her
the lance of ice shattered and thundered like an explosive.


Over her
shoulder Madiha caught a glimpse of the wall turned mirror-like with
ice.


She ran out
into the broad, enclosed hallway connecting the meeting room and felt both
trepidation and relief when she found it deserted, save for Von Drachen. Any
more people around could have become new Majini. She put her back to the empty
hall behind them and aimed her pistol at the hole in the wall. She saw some
of Brass Face's cloak trailing from it.


"Come
out of there and fight us seriously, you animal!" She shouted.


"What are
you doing?" cried Von Drachen.


She hoped
the monster could understand her at all. It never seemed to reply to her; it
only spoke at her. She had to taunt it
away from Chakrani and out into the hall, where she had more room to avoid
its projectiles.


Her worry
was short-lived. Brass Face understood.


It
slowly turned itself back around to face them anew in the hall.


"Incarnation
of Ayvarta, without the prism you are vermin to me."


It shambled
farther out of the meeting room through the hole in the wall.


Von Drachen
hurried from the middle of the hall to Madiha's side.


He raised
his pistol alongside hers and gulped hard, shaking.


"Why
isn't it charging anymore? It was awful quick a second ago!" He
asked.


"I
must have hurt its feet." Madiha replied. Her breath was quick, her
heart struggling and her lungs raw, but she managed to keep a strong front.


"It
isn't even moving closer."


"It
must be focused on defense now that it can't charge us."


"God.
At least you're still thinking. Do you have
a plan of attack, Nakar?"


"Do you?"


"Out
of respect for your great intellect, I shall allow you to lead us."


Von Drachen
cracked a nervous grin without looking at her.


Madiha
would have rolled her eyes in any other situation but this.


Meanwhile
their enemy waited, clicking its claws together.


Brass
Face's mask waveforms gently rose and fell as it stared them down.


"Incarnation
of Ayvarta." It mumbled soundlessly.


Was it
sizing her up? Comparing her to the old Emperor before striking?


Madiha felt
a chill whenever it spoke those words. It treated her like an extension of the
Warlord that it had encountered, and not as her own person. The First Emperor,
Ayvarta I, who set out to conquer the four corners of Ayvarta and unite its
disparate ethnicities and civilizations. He accomplished this task using the
power that she had been cursed to hold.


Had Ayvarta
been the first, the original? Or just the one Brass Face knew?


It was
eerie. To Brass Face, she was nothing but an Incarnation of Ayvarta.


Another in
a long line of half-lives tainted by the man's conquests.


Perhaps
even linked to the ancient tyrant by blood.


Incarnation
of Ayvarta.


There was
power behind that statement, the unknowable intellect of something that was
ancient to an extreme Madiha could not imagine. Was it right in the way that it
thought of her? She felt as if all of her fears about herself, all of the
existential suffering she felt, was confirmed in the words of this beast. Maybe
she was nothing but an Incarnation
of Ayvarta.


Maybe Mansa
was right and Madiha Nakar was nothing at all.


Von Drachen
glanced at her nervously. "Colonel, are you--"


"I'm
thinking."


She could
not dwell on that. Madiha might not exist; but she could die.


For
Solstice's sake she had to survive to make something of
Madiha Nakar.


For
Parinita's sake the most. She wanted desperately to see her again.


Her mind
quickly refocused.


In the
monster's own words, Ayvarta once had control over it.


Did Ayvarta
capture Brass Face to use it; or because he couldn't kill it?


Could she
kill Brass Face in modernity, if Ayvarta failed in antiquity?


She had to
believe he wanted to use it; and that the prism
was a way to contain its powers without having to kill it. And therefore
that it could be killed and that
Ayvarta could have killed it.
She had killed Majini using the flame before. Once lit on fire their parched
bodies went up like torches.


From a
distance, they could avoid the darts. But if she got close enough--


She started
to visualize a way forward.


Hopefully
she had inherited more from Ayvarta than just his powers.


"Are
you ready?" She whispered.


"Of
course not. Nonetheless: how do we stop it?" Von Drachen asked.


"I
need to get close to it." Madiha said.


"And
then what?"


"That's
classified information."


Von Drachen
raised an eyebrow. Madiha made no expression whatsoever.


 


City of Rangda -- 8th
Division Barracks


 


Logia Minardo felt a tingle in her belly and
could no longer tell whether it was the stress of the situation or the protests
of the child growing inside her. She had worked her legs raw pacing the room,
little able to contain C.W.O Maharani as she shuffled around the office,
staring out the window every minute. Minardo felt sick and tired;
surely Maharani felt worse.


"Chief,
you should sit down and perhaps have a drink." Minardo said.


"At
this point if I sit I will black out. I'm barely keeping my heart going."


C.W.O
Maharani was red in the face and breathing heavily and seemed to pace the
office just to keep herself awake and aware. But she had long since proven her
sufferings bottomless. She would not last the night at this manic rate.
She was mostly just passing her stress on to everyone around her. Padmaja and
Bhishma hardly said a word the whole time.


As far as
ranks went, Maharani would not have been in charge under strict military
guidelines; but as Colonel Nakar's aide de camp, secretary, understudy and
confidant (and lover), and as someone well known to everybody, she was
implicitly thrust with the burden of command. Her attitude was doing little to
validate all of the trust she was given.


Minardo
would not have been in charge of the Regiment either. She was a Staff Sergeant.
It was a position that meant taking care of the other comrades in the staff.
She was supposed to coordinate with them, to make sure they had the things they
needed, to keep them focused and driven, and to handle their affairs if trouble
arose. She was bad at it. She knew she was bad at it. She was personable lady
in a bar or in a warm bed; for a prospective mother she knew she was not
motherly at all. Her interactions always became either flirtatious,
disdainful, ironic or passive aggressive.


Instead of
helping Nakar she had felt driven to challenge her.


Instead of
advising Maharani she just teased her and egged her on.


She was,
she recognized, more of a bully than a mother.


In this
kind of situation her dubious charisma was deeply out of place.


For
everyone's sakes, however, she had to play the motherly role for now.


"I'll
resuscitate you in an hour with a stimulant. Please sit down."


Not a good
start; perhaps she could salvage it with some gentle contact.


Minardo
reached out a hand to Maharani's shoulder, hoping to reassure her.


Maharani
rudely brushed it off.


"You
don't understand anything, Minardo!" She snapped back.


Padmaja and
Bhishma looked away, hiding in their routine tasks.


Maharani
had a childish anger in her eyes. This malice was purely reflexive; she was
lashing out without thinking her words through. It was quite unlike her to act
this way. Minardo sighed. She supposed under great stress even the tamest cat
would claw at a helping human hand.


"You
think I don't understand, when I was cheering you two on the whole time?
When I have been in the same position myself? I understand perfectly, Maharani.
But what you are doing now is why the military frowns upon love; please prove
them wrong, and calm down."


There was a
flash of recognition in the Chief's eyes. She stopped where she stood and
instead sank into a nearby chair. She covered her face in her hands and a
handkerchief pulled from the pocket of her field jacket. Minardo heard a few
choked sobs coming from under the handkerchief. But Maharani seemed to restrain
herself from pacing any more.


Not that
sitting down and crying was any better.


Minardo
stared wistfully out the broken window. She saw a young soldier outside
aimlessly patrolling around one of the anti-air guns, rifle in hand. Off in the
distance, a Hobgoblin tank moved in much the same way. They had all of this
power sitting here, restlessly, waiting for something.


In this
situation, waiting was before than lashing out.


She knew,
however, that they could not wait forever.


"What
is on your mind, Chief?" Minardo asked, trying to make conversation.


"Nothing's
on my mind. I'm all broken up. That's the problem, Minardo. I don't know what
to do." Maharani said. "I want to go out there and find her, but
I'm afraid I'll make a mistake and lose soldiers. I can't-- I can't just
commit to those things. I feel blind to everything around me."


"Even
if you launched a preemptive strike, there's no guarantee we would recover the
commander." Minardo said, trying to sound gentle for her. "A ground
assault might even endanger her. Right now we're trapped here. You're doing the
right thing by waiting. Sometimes that's all we can do."


Though she
did not entirely agree with herself, it seemed the best thing to say.
Supporting a preemptive strike would have been foolish at the time.


"Waiting
doesn't change anything." Maharani solemnly replied.


"But
it doesn't add to our troubles
either." Minardo replied.


Maharani
shook her head.


"Madiha
would have had a plan to attack, I just know she would, but I can't think like
her, Minardo. She sees everything that's happening in a way I can't. She just--
she sees the need for everything around her
and I can't, I just can't! I can't see the battle through those kind of eyes.
Madiha is willing to shoulder the burden of everyone's pain and I just-- I
can't!"


Her voice
was starting to irritate Minardo. It should not have been so difficult for her;
she had been the closest to Madiha, she had seen how Madiha operated. But she
held herself back. It sounded too much like someone like she had known too well
in the past. It brought out that instinct to challenge rather than tease, to
attack instead of dismiss. She grit her teeth and tried to focus on calming
down the room, on positives.


Minardo
forced herself to smile, sweetening her affect for Maharani.


"Perhaps
that is an asset to you! Think like yourself instead. Madiha sees something in
you Chief, you need to try to see that in yourself." She said.


She was
trying to deflect from how much bite her voice was gaining.


"I'm
nobody. I can't do anything. I'm just stuck here, hopeless."


Maharani
descended into a fresh round of pathetic sobbing.


Those same
words she said-- those words that had come out of--


Minardo
felt a rash, poisonous retort climbing to her tongue.


"Excuse
me!"


Before
Minardo could shout anything offensive at Maharani, Padmaja interrupted
from across the room. Seated behind the radio unit, she raised the handset into
the air, waving her arms. Maharani twisted toward her with desperation in her
tear-soaked face; Minardo crossed her arms and waited quietly. She felt guilty
about how quickly her patience had strained.


"Speak
freely." Maharani said, sniffling, her voice ragged.


Padmaja
nodded her head at the two of them. Despite the situation, and her own clearly
shaking hands, she spoke in a cheerful, boisterous tone.


"Yes
ma'am! We have just received a message from Shohr that the liaison plane
successfully delivered its passengers and cargo several hours ago; but on the
return flight, the pilot found the Rangda Airport closed off. His fuel will not
last enough to get him to another safe airfield. So Shohr is requesting we
allow the pilot to emergency land in our field instead."


Minardo
raised a hand to her mouth, her chest fluttering with hope.


She traded
a glance with Maharani. The Chief seemed suddenly immersed in her own
ideas as well. Her eyes brightened, and dammed her tears.


They locked
eyes for a moment and nodded their heads at each other.


In a
moment, a plan was silently built. Everyone went into motion.


"Approve
it!" Maharani ordered Padmaja. She turned to the opposite side of the
room, where Bhishma sat behind an empty desk. "Bhishma, go fetch Agni
and her engineers! Tell her we need to prepare for a plane making a rough
landing. It will need repair and refueling!" She shouted.


Bhishma
nodded and was dutifully out the door within seconds.


"Padmaja,
pick up the radio set and come with me!"


The Chief
Warrant Officer dashed to a stand, straightened out her uniform and wiped
her face with a fresh handkerchief. She pulled her long, wavy hair into a
ponytail and headed out the door in a hurry. Padmaja followed at her
heels, her headset over her ears and the radio tied to her back.


Minardo
followed, struggling to keep up with Maharani's renewed energy.


There was a
flurry of activity outside the headquarters. Patrols doubled as the night went on
and reports of increased 8th Division activity in the city center came to
light. Sounds of creaking gun swivels, rolling steel track links, trampling
feet and whining engines overwhelmed the singing of nocturnal
insects. Though the night was moonless, the many searchlights assisting
the dozens of anti-air guns, along with the torches on patrolling vehicles and
foot squadrons, all shone brightly enough to offer some light to the HQ
personnel as they walked off the base roads and into the field.


"By
any chance do you have the same stupid idea I do?" Minardo asked.


"We'll
have to see if they can land that plane first." Maharani said.


She did
indeed have the same idea. Neither of them wasted any time.


"Hopefully
they won't crash." Minardo said.


"And
then hopefully they can get back out; and then land it again."


"If
that pilot can't do it, then I will."


Maharani
looked over her shoulder briefly. "You're a pilot?"


Minardo
smirked. "I was an ace in the age of biplanes!"


"Aren't
you in your early thirties?"


"Look,
I joined the age of biplanes a tad late, but I performed expertly!"


"Is it
safe to fly a plane while a hundred days pregnant?"


"I am
perfectly fine, thank you very much."


Maharani
frowned with concern.


"This could
be extremely dangerous,
Minardo."


Minardo
smiled. "I am well aware."


There was
no point in playing it safe; she would lose her child and herself to the 8th
Division's attack anyway if something was not soon done.


Though she
sounded a little irritated, Minardo felt calmer than before. Finding herself
cooped up in the headquarters with everyone confused or in despair frayed her
nerves; taking action, even reckless action, did indeed feel a damn sight
better. Perhaps Madiha had been right after all.


In the
distance they found the engineers already at work, laying down a line of
reflectors and lights to guide the plane. They had selected the most suitable
part of the training course, one that had been prepared scarcely a day ago and
hardly used. Maharani and Minardo stood off to the side of this course,
composed of a stretch of field that had been flattened, mowed and
partially paved to serve as a tank acceleration road. On such flat earth, a
tank could achieve its maximum velocity easily and unhindered. Tank crews could
drive on it to acquaint themselves with gear shifts and brakes.


And in
theory a plane could land on it the same as an ordinary runway.


"Padmaja,
relay to all anti-air gun crews to hold their fire until ordered
otherwise." Maharani said. "The searchlights should be retrained
north."


"Yes ma'am!"


Padmaja set
down the radio box and began to call.


Minutes
later, the searchlights once scanning aimlessly across the sky converged north
of the base, illuminating thick clouds. There the officers set their sights,
and soon Minardo spotted the tiny dot of a plane growing closer and larger
as it descended. Nose down, the Stork liaison plane quickly lost altitude and
soon cut its speed also. Below it, the crew on the makeshift runway dispersed;
Minardo and Maharani slowly stepped back, giving the prepared stretch of field
a wide berth. As it drew closer to final approach Minardo distinctly heard the
buzzing and whining of its engine.


"Brace
for landing!" Minardo shouted out.


She had
seen enough Storks landing to know the time it took.


Within mere
moments of her shouting, the plane had pulled its nose up, and in a blink,
hurtled down just over the surface. Landing gear touched down on the improvised
pavement and screeched; the plane bumped up, struck earth and rose again. It
flew less than a meter over the ground.


On its
nose, the propeller slowed enough for individual blades to take the place of
the whirling disc that once held it aloft. Again it touched ground.


An
unearthly noise issued from the wheels. It bumped up off the ground.


Unlike a traditional
runway the tank training road had a limited length. In an instant the plane was
almost upon the end of the runway and the soft grass and dirt beyond. Minardo
watched, her breath catching in her throat. The Stork blew cleanly past them,
knocking out several lights.


She heard
the final screech as the wheels touched ground and remained.


At the very
edge of the runway the aircraft came to a stop.


Minardo
sighed deeply. Maharani fanned herself, sweating and anxious.


The Stork
was a boxy-looking rectangular biplane some twenty meters long
with wide, semi-gulled top and bottom wings and a single frontal engine with
four blades. Sturdy landing gear held it aloft, and its cockpit was covered by
a boxy, sliding glass canopy. It was painted brown and red with a mark of the
Hydra on its sides. There was no visible weaponry on it, and no hatch on the
sleek tail -- a side-door gave access to the rear cab.


At
Maharani's urging, medical personnel approached the aircraft and climbed the
wings. They slid the cockpit canopy back and helped the pilot out from his
seat. He was clearly dazed and unsteady on his feet, but showed no truly
alarming signs of injury. He was taken away, and Agni and her engineers took
over the plane. Minardo ambled forward. Crouched on her knees, she
examined the landing gear. Behind her aviation fuel was pumped into the
plane, and engineers assessed the hull integrity.


Minardo tapped
her fist on the landing gear and ran a hand over the shaft.


There were
no visible lacerations or stress marks. On the landing tires, the rubber discs
were visibly scuffed and worn from contact but functional.


"Well,
we can land it again at least." She said aloud.


Maharani
crouched near her and looked under the plane. Her eyes wandered along the hull.
She likely did not know what to look for.


"That's
good, but I have to wonder where we would land it? Even if we fly around the
city and find some trace of the Colonel, how do we save her?"


From behind
them, a shadow rose to cover the two.


Sergeant
Agni loomed over them holding a strange bundle wrapped in tarp. Though she had
on a stoic expression, there was a glint in her eyes.


"I
have an idea, but it has a probability of killing the Colonel." She
said.


Maharani
scoffed. "Are you mad? Why would I agree to it then?"


Agni looked
at the bundle. "Because we won't have to land to rescue her."


 


City of Rangda — Council Building


 


Madiha and Von Drachen nodded silently to one
another.


Scarcely
fifteen meters away, Brass Face awaited them. Its arms had partially
retracted into its body, and the waveform on its mask was still gentle and
calm. Tiny geysers of cold air blew from the front of the mask. Perhaps Brass
Face was taking Madiha's own advice. Unable to preempt them or use the fullness
of its speed, it was waiting to react to them.


Brass Face
was larger and stronger and had unknowable power on its side.


All they
had were pistols, wits, and Madiha's so-called "ESP."


Madiha
could not make ice lances and smash through walls and turn men into monsters.
Or at least, she hoped to whatever gods that she could not. However, her mind
was clear, and the drive to survive had tightened her senses and helped her
endure the fear of being in Brass Face's presence.


She noticed
that Von Drachen, too, had steadied. He kept a steel gaze on Brass Face. They
did not need to speak to plot against the beast. Madiha had quickly realized
they operated on a fairly similar level of thinking.


So if
Madiha was going to attack, Von Drachen knew he was a distraction.


"Ready?"
Madiha asked.


Without responding,
Von Drachen ran out in front of her.


From his
coat, he withdrew a stick grenade.


Had he
picked it from the floor when he was fleeing the ice lance?


Madiha had
not noticed it; Von Drachen was trickier than she thought.


With a
flourish he flicked a finger at the grenade and swung his arm.


Brass
Face's mask waveform grew agitated.


Responding
to the attack it lifted its hand and blew a gust of freezing cold.


Madiha felt
the chill air and looked around for the rebounding projectile.


But there
was nothing for the chilling blast to deflect.


Von Drachen
had not thrown the grenade. It was behind his back.


He had
feinted out Brass Face's defense.


"Those
old eyes must be failing you!" He laughed.


Grinning
wildly, he flicked the grenade from his side in a batting motion.


Such a
throw could not achieve the purported thirty meters of range.


But it was
good enough for ten.


Under the
Majini's outstretched arm, the grenade soared and detonated.


Around them
the air stirred with a shrill psychic screech.


Brass Face's
arm went flying into the air in rapidly evaporating pieces.


Madiha took
the opportunity and dashed along the far wall of the hallway.


She raised
her pistol and opened fire as she ran.


Though her
perfect aim was gone, a wild aim suited the
situation fine.


Rapping the
trigger, she riddled the beast with all of her bullets.


Lead struck
the monster's shoulders, its "legs" and torso. These impacts were
marked by rising vapor that seemed not to bother the beast. Several
bounced off Brass Face's mask. One lone bullet struck just under it.


Brass Face
raised an arm to its throat. This one shot had penetrated.


Judging by
what was behind that mask, Brass Face had flesh somewhere.


And Madiha
had managed to wound it.


She closed
to within three meters of the beast and pushed herself.


Her body
accelerated suddenly. She felt her heart and gut sink.


Through the
discomfort she leaped almost to the ceiling.


Brass Face
swatted an arm at her to no avail. She soared over its head.


Turning around
as she hit the ground again, she crossed its defenses and reared back to launch
a dart. A flaming knife, right in its exposed back.


She felt
fire build in her palm and saw a red flash as she threw.


In an
instant a blue flash from Brass Face answered her.


Out of
nowhere another arm exploded from his back and intercepted.


Dense cold
snuffed out her fire dart.


"Your
people have achieved a frightening power."


Two other
arms burst out of its back and seized her, pulling her up by her arms and waist
like a doll about to be ripped apart by a destructive child.


Brass
Face's head turned all the way around on its unseen neck.


"You
cannot be turned. But you will be punished for the hubris of your kind."


It started
to squeeze its claws around her arms. Her whole body grew cold.


Madiha
cried out in pain, feeling the chill start to dig into her sinews.


Overhead
something wildly sparking and blue struck Brass Face.


Its head
turned all the way back around in time to watch a flare go off.


Blue smoke
and sparks flew off the tip of the stick and onto the monster.


Madiha
dropped from the creature's limbs and hit the floor as they retracted and
reappeared along the front of its body, swatting desperately at the flare and
getting the sparks on its hands and over its rags. Though seemingly harmless
the flare evidently caused Brass Face great distress.


"No!
Not blue flame! Not blue flame!" It cried, whining psychically
as it did.


Von Drachen
ran to the side of the wall so that Madiha could see him around Brass Face's
writhing bulk. He waved his hand with a grin.


"He is
quite alarmed by the merest spark!" He shouted.


Madiha
suspected Von Drachen wasn't simply cheering her on.


He wanted
to see what she did.


She could
not hide her power, not now. Brass Face was distracted.


Madiha stood
up on her legs and thrust out a hand. Her arms felt as if mildly burned now
that the chill had receded. She grabbed her better wrist with her injured
but recovering arm, bracing herself as if holding on to a cannon. She realized
a simple dart would not be able to overcome this creature. It was not an
ordinary Majini. It would not simply light ablaze.


To defeat
this Father-Of-All-Majini she would need a flame unlike any.


As a child
she had compared her fires to various objects. She had started making small
wicks of flame in her fingers, harmful only when she forced them into someone
through physical contact. She had moved up to "darts" that she could
throw. Then balls the size of a good throwing rock. She had almost worked her
way to high caliber fire when tragedy struck.


Now she was
back at square one. She was not the prodigal child who played with psychic
fires as if they were toys and tools. She felt a knife drive through her brain
whenever she invoked the fire now; her whole body shook and her nerves screamed.
She was broken, fallen, weak.


Drawing out
the fire was not easy. It was like trying to force phlegm down one's throat.
There were muscles that could be controlled but they were such an abstraction,
their actions so indiscernible, that it became a struggle. She pulled on the
fire, she shaped it, she held it together. It built in
the palm of her outstretched hand, to the size of a wick, a dart, a rock.


Von Drachen
stared in disbelief. Wild strings of flame began to travel down Madiha's
arm, connecting with the fire in her hand. It was like a mass of worms trying
to mate with one another. They trailed, writhed and split and many dispersed
entirely. She was nearing the limits of control.


Brass Face
whirled around, a mass of vapor bursting from its "feet."


Three arms
stretched, and currents of chill air swirled around them.


Icy choking
hands closed in to smother her and her nascent fireball.


Madiha
struggled to grow the fireball, she knew it would dissipate if discharged now, but
she felt the cold from the approaching hands, held off only by the wild tongues
of flame billowing around her arms and body. Her whole body shook from the
effort of maintaining her weapon and shield, and Brass Face inched closer
and began to loom over her, gaining ground.


She felt
her eyesight fading and her body faltering.


As if a
great distance away she hard gunshot after gunshot from Von Drachen striking
Brass Face and doing nothing to stop the monster.


"God
damn it! Somebody come help! Anybody!" Von Drachen shouted.


But the
halls were empty. All of the wing was apparently empty.


In this
desolate stone place, within the agonizing silence of her struggle,
Madiha's hands began to slack. Her fireball started to spin out of
control.


Brass
Face's body curled overhead as its arms struggled to grasp her own.


She raised
her head and saw the mask; her entire sight was the mask.


"I
will make sure you never return, Ayvarta."


Brass Face
drew within centimeters of her.


She felt
something; she felt a push. Like her own.


It was like
a push on her soul.


She felt as
if something was being torn from her, but it did not hurt. It was accompanied
by a numbness, a falling away of the senses one by one.


Things
started to go dark. But even this sensation itself stopped suddenly.


Brass Face
recoiled violently.


Its head
reared back as if stricken by a fist.


Madiha found
herself released and back to her senses.


Once more
the spiraling fires in her palm grew concentrated.


Madiha felt
a hand join her own, covering the flame on one side.


Attached to
the hand was her child self, in her shorts, vest and cap.


Child
Madiha nodded to her and stood at her side.


Another
hand appeared; another Madiha. She was taller, dressed in the uniform of the
Academy of Solstice. She wore the pants uniform; she had always been the type
to wear pants. Her hair was long and a little unruly. She had a gloomy little
half-smile on her face. She stood her ground too.


There was a
third hand; Madiha as a young adult in the KVW. Serious, stone-faced, loyal,
perhaps to a fault. She added her own reassurance.


Another
hand -- this one was a smaller hand once again.


Dressed in
great finery was the venomous Madiha from her hallucination. She had that same
look of cold disdain on her face, but without protest her hand joined the other
Madiha in shielding the fireball that was building.


They were
not alone. Different hands then joined the many Madiha.


First
there was a boy, and a young man, and an elder man. Boy and man were
scarcely dressed save for loincloths. But the man, like the false Madiha, was
well dressed and covered in gold jewelry. All three were bald, dark-skinned
boys and men with striking features. They joined hands too. Hands that had
dreamed of freedom; hands that had forged great terror.


Glancing aside
their eyes briefly met Madiha's own.


She saw the
powerful sparks in their eyes and felt her own kindle.


More hands,
more and more hands, covering the fire on all sides.


Soon there
were dozens of hands, men and women, some remembered, some forgotten, some
buried, some half-known; several false, several real, several made when needed,
several vanished when their time had come. Some were kings and queens, others
servants, others slaves, others rebels. Some liberated and some oppressed and
some did both in equal measure. None were her and all were her and all of them
were themselves and others in the endless chaotic permutations of life and
living.


That knife
which had been buried in the deep recesses of her mind pulled out of her flesh
and fell away. For a moment she felt no pain. She knew the true color of
her eyes then, her eyes that had before been indistinctly dark to her. They
were red with the fire inside her soul. Her soul;
none other. Her hands shaped that fire
now; Her hands
decided her history.


All of the
other hands let go and one by one they disappeared.


Only the
forms of Madiha remained at the end.


And then
their hands, too, raised and vanished one by one.


Only one
pair of hands was left.


She was
Madiha Nakar, and like every human on Aer, she was many.


She alone
was a variety of people across the space of history.


She alone
was a variety of people in her own mind, her own emotions, her own vacillating
thoughts and feelings building and rebuilding day by day.


She was
herself; she was real.


"Incarnation
of Ayvarta!" cried Brass Face, fearing the flame.


Trapped in
their clash, it was unable to draw itself away from her now.


"Stop
calling me that." Madiha replied.


Her hands
and her hands alone released a mighty blast of red flames.


Fire unlike
any Aer had seen consumed Brass Face. It was as if his body had descended into
a sun. A burning red sphere swallowed Brass Face, struck the roof and detonated
into a blast like a high-caliber howitzer shell, showering the hall around
Madiha in red-hot rock fragments. Furniture from a higher meeting room,
thankfully empty of human souls, fell through the collapsing room and shattered
all around her as well.


In a second
the fire had burnt itself out and the chaos had passed.


Something
heavy then fell from the roof along with the stones and wood.


Scorched
part black and part purple, the surface of much of its flesh burnt off, was the
real Brass Face. Its ragged cloak burnt off, Madiha saw a creature that no
longer resembled anything like a human being, but her mind seemed incapable of
processing much of its alien features. It was like a skinless many-snouted fish with dozens of grotesque feet like
writhing worms curling around a thick body that was long and gelatinous and malleable.
All of its arms were burnt off but she thought she saw dozens of holes on the
remains of a thick exoskeletal sleeve that was once encasing its
"torso." Many of its wicked eyes had melted from its snouts.


She looked
around the hallway. Von Drachen had gone. Was he hiding?


She forced
herself to walk closer to the monster.


She pushed on
its body; on its brain.


Images
assaulted her mind as she tried to read Brass Face.















Cold;
everything was cold.


Long had the
sky iced over, long had the waters frozen.


Long had the
animals fled the holy land.


Long had the
ice spread. There was nowhere now to go.


But the holy
land was anything but deserted.


There were
things; people? There were figures, standing around a fire, sheltered from the
endless blizzard in a cave that shone ominously with a dark purple sheen. These
figures spoke, stone-faced, solemn. All had cloaks, all had crude weapons. All
of them had shapes like men.


In 2030 their
voices could have only been understood by a select few.


In a time
before history, they spoke words that would recur.


They spoke
among themselves about war.


"All of
the windborne will bear their strength upon us. I hear them whisper in the
blizzard. They remember this place. They know what it means. They know the old
fire is here. They want to use the old fire."


"Let them
come."


"Heretics!
They left this land faithless and now return to loot it?"


"It is
they who raised the endless ice. Their foul excesses sapped the land! And
now they believe they can clear the sky and see again the sun? When we who
keep old fire bright are ourselves trapped under the ice
shroud?"


"They
believe we keep a secret strength from them. They believe if they have the old
fire they can employ it to further their vicious powers."


"So be
it."


"Do they
mean to slaughter us?"


"Perhaps
they can be parlayed with. When they see the holy land--"


"They
know the ice is here too. They do not care."


From among the
group, one then stood, flanked by supporters.


"Let them
come, yes. But they will not touch the old fire." It said.


"Then do
we accept war?"


"Not war;
we use the stones. We invoke the foul timbre." It said.


"Use the
stone? Are you mad?"


Around the
fire those convened grew incredulous, but the lone figure stood its ground and
demanded they listen, demanded they agree.


"We will
feed them all to the old flame. You know what the stone can do. We will draw
them to this place, and we will strike the stone and cause the foul timbre!
Feasting on them the old flame will burn brighter than ever!"


Many left the
site of the fire in disgust. Many did not listen.


But enough
did. Enough joined the defiant figure to fight the windborne.


And so the
stones were gathered. And around the site of the old fire, came the windborne
who had fled, descending upon the holy land from the four corners of the world,
desperate for relief from the ice of the millenium.


There was a
monumental battle. Both sides committed their most horrible powers against
their enemy and left the land scarred. The windborne outnumbered the old
keepers. They strode into the holy land to claim the fire and extend the age of
the magic that they had come to depend upon.


Then the
radicalized among the keepers employed the foul timbre.


A spreading
curtain of the dark that consumed everything.


It was too
high a cost for what it accomplished.















"I,
who stood as a wall to the potential of man. How could I fall like this?"


Madiha
awoke, cast out of Brass Face's mind, the images she saw fading even as
she tried her best to retain a hold on the information. She saw an age of ice,
and she saw people (were they people?) and she saw great destruction-- but it
was all slipping from her fingers, all of the details. Had she known names? Had
she known their intentions? Was everything just a blur of speech? She struggled
to retain the context, to retain clues.


Blood
trickled down her nose and over her lips.


Much of the
vision was gone. Minds were not like books. Exposed to the sheer desire of
Brass Face to hide history, her mind was coaxed to follow suit. Perhaps Brass
Face had ESP too; perhaps it was just the nature of things. For an instant, she
thought she could see the fullness of his form.


It was a
flash of something terrible and inhuman. It hurt to think of it.


"I
fear! I fear your steel! I fear your will! I fear what you will attain!"


Soon as the
last of the black and purple jelly turned to smoke, Madiha heard another shrill
psychic screech. She felt it travel down her brain stem, into her neck and
spine and down her limbs. She felt the noise as if rending through reality
itself. She felt a wave that traveled the world.


In the next
instant, Brass Face was truly gone.


Madiha felt
her body aching again. Her arms were worn down. Her legs were unsteady. She
tasted the blood on her lips. She felt the blood coming from her nose, her
eyes, from her ears. She could not tell whether it was the fighting or the
poison or the drugs or her powers that had done it all. She had suffered so
much that she wondered how she could stand at all.


Stumbling through
her first few steps, Madiha regained enough of her wits fast enough to cross
over the mound of rubble left in the wake of Brass Face's exit from the meeting
room, and from her own blast. She rushed back into the meeting room and found
Chakrani in the corner. Descending upon the unconscious woman, Madiha took her
pulse, felt her breath, raised a hand to her coldly
sweating brow. Chakrani was alive.


Madiha raised
a hand over her own eyes, rubbing on her own forehead. Thank the spirits;
Chakrani was safe and unharmed. She had survived the madness untouched. Now she
had to think of how to take her from here.


"I'm
afraid you'll be leaving her, Nakar!"


Madiha
whirled around; she found Von Drachen standing in opposition.


Both of
them drew their pistols at once and aimed at one another.


"Now,
I am certain our truce is over!" He said.


"You've
recovered quickly from the shock." Madiha replied.


"I
could say the same for you!" He said.


She grit
her teeth. He grinned through his own. Her weapon was empty, but he did not
know that -- she hoped he did not. For a few seconds she expected he would
shoot. She expected her breast or gut to blossom red with that final gunshot.
No amount of fire would stop that at close range.


But he did
not shoot. He did believe her bluff and thought her gun loaded.


Both sides
kept their irons trained on the other.


"I'm
not as vulnerable as I seemed in that chair." Madiha replied.


"I do
not doubt that! Of course, magic probably plays a
role."


He knew
now; but that was the least of her concerns.


He was one
man and Nocht would probably laugh him off.


There was
no need to hide anything. She spit out what was on her mind.


"It's
not magic!" Madiha said. "It's ESP!"


Von Drachen
stared at her, blinking his eyes incredulously.


"ESP?"


"Extra-Sensory
Perception. There is science behind it!"


"Well.
I see. If you say so."


Madiha felt
ridiculous. It was an incredibly surreal scene.


To think
they had slain a real-live monster of legend; and yet humanity was nowhere
near united even in this minor cause. They were enemies.


"Madiha?"


Behind her,
Chakrani slowly seemed to wake.


She was too
weak to struggle against her bonds or make any racket.


Madiha
glanced briefly at her before returning to Von Drachen.


"It's
alright Chakrani." She said. "I'll keep you safe."


"You'd
best focus on keeping yourself safe, Colonel Nakar!"


Von Drachen
raised his other hand. There was a handheld radio on it.


He flicked
a switch. Madiha did not shoot; if she shot him he would shoot back
immediately. They were scarcely 10 meters apart and she was very exhausted. She
did not know whether she would be able to escape harm.


Even ESP
did not solve everything.


"Gutierrez!
Deploy with the gebirgsjager to the--
Gutierrez?"


Von Drachen
withdrew the radio from his ear.


Over the
speaker Madiha could hear loud snoring.


There was
no other response.


Von Drachen
dropped the radio and sighed.


Now neither
of them had any advantage or known hope of rescue.


Madiha
continued to aim her weapon. Von Drachen seemed ill at ease.


"I
despise standoffs, you know." He said.


"Right.
When you fall into disadvantage, anyway." Madiha said.


"You
understand that if we shoot here we will kill each other for no gain, Colonel?
I'd much rather not die. How about you?" Von Drachen said.


Madiha
growled. "You're pathetic! You're the one who instigated this!"


"I own
up to that. But," he sighed again, "this was
not what I wanted!"


Madiha did
not respond. She kept a stone-faced stare on Von Drachen.


"Here
is what I propose." He said. "We put away our weapons, and walk away
to our respective sides. You get as far as you can in, lets
say, ten minutes. I will chase after you once I have reconvened with my forces.
Then we will engage in a less suicidal form of combat. What say you?"


"I have
no reason to believe you'll uphold any of that." Madiha said.


Von Drachen
shrugged with his unarmed hand.


"Colonel,
I just saw you perform magic. I'm not exactly thrilled
at my chances in this particular confrontation. I am quite ready to walk
away."


"Magic
does not exist." Madiha cheerlessly replied.


"Then--"


"It's
ESP!" Madiha shouted angrily back.


Von Drachen
blinked. "Well. Sure. About my proposal--?"


Madiha
frowned.


"I'm
considering it. You were quite enthusiastic about killing me before."


"I
was, but what is the point of killing you if I cannot live through the moment?
It is a waste. We shoot each other right here and nothing will be accomplished.
I desire to live Colonel Nakar! I have
military goals and political goals and romantic goals for my life!
Killing you is necessary to accomplish my goals, but I cannot accomplish them
while dead!"


He was
smiling and speaking with an excitable cadence.


She felt
almost compelled to believe him.


"On
that final point at least, I can relate." Madiha said.


Von Drachen
nodded his head, smiling brightly.


"Now,
I understand that you might be tempted by the strategic value of killing your
most deadly rival in this war; believe me, I am the same--"


Madiha
interrupted him. "That has never entered my mind."


"Excuse
me, Colonel?"


Madiha
sighed deeply.


"I do
not hold you in any high regard."


"Oh?"


Madiha
stared at him and took a step back. He did not shoot.


Satisfied,
she held out a hand in defense.


"I
accept your proposal; my life is indeed more valuable than this."


Von Drachen
stared blankly.


"Hold
one second: surely you realize I am your deadliest--?"


"To me
you are just another imperialist general." She said bluntly.


"Oh!"


There was
an awkward silence.


Von Drachen
suddenly threw his weapon at a wall.


He turned and
walked away in a huff.


"You
have ten minutes!" He shouted.


Madiha
blinked. She could have shot him in the back then.


That is, if
her pistol was not completely empty.


He rounded
the corner out of the room and vanished.


Madiha
crept forward and took his pistol.


She sighed.
It, too, was empty.


Running
back to the corner, Madiha withdrew a knife and a fresh gun from Jota's
corpse and cut Chakrani's bonds. She was a little dazed; her first action with
her freed hands was to rub her face and she curled up in her chair, yawning and
moaning. Her head must have been swimming.


"Madiha,
I'm so dizzy. Everything's floating."


"Calm
down. We have to go."


"Madiha,
what--"


"Chakrani,
it's dangerous."


Madiha
could not get herself to say we're in danger.


She did not
know whether Chakrani would be worse off here or running into potential gunfire
on Rangda's streets with her. She had to get back to base; back to a world
Chakrani had long since rejected along with her. Perhaps Chakrani would be
better off here, in this corrupt world that had suddenly sprang around them.
Perhaps she should be spared Madiha's presence.


Madiha had
to fight.


She would
fight her own people.


She would
do everything that Chakrani hated about her.


"Madiha,
what-- what happened?"


Chakrani
looked around.


She spotted
Jota's corpse and covered her mouth.


"Ancestors
defend!" She cried. Her eyes filled with tears.


Madiha
shook her head. She could not spare a tear for that man.


"Mansa
captured us. I managed to fight free of him and
release you."


"Where
is he? Where is Mansa?"


"Gone.
He was killed-- in the collapse."


Madiha
despised lying like this, but the truth was too much to say.


"Chakrani,
we need to leave." She said, her voice quivering.


"I
can't!"


Chakrani
looked about to vomit. She could hardly speak.


She
struggled to form words.


"I
can't. I can't follow you."


She bowed
her head, covering her mouth.


"I
can't."


She avoided
eye contact. Madiha could barely see her bowed face.


Madiha
nodded her head silently. "I'm sorry." She said.


She could
not wait a second longer.


Armed with
Jota's gun, Madiha charged out of the meeting room, over the mound of rubble,
over the inky outline on the floor that had once been Brass Face, and down
the hallway. She ran as fast as her weary legs could carry her. Once more she
abandoned Chakrani. She had to keep fighting.


She could
not save or help or heal everyone. She was not a god-emperor.


She was
just Madiha Nakar.


Even ESP
had numerous limitations.















Somehow the
chaos that had unfolded in the east wing had lasted only twenty minutes or
so, and everyone in the rest of the Council building had strictly adhered to
Mansa's orders that the 3rd Meeting Room and all adjoining halls be left alone.
Perhaps he had given that order to conceal the monster in their midst. Von
Drachen had thought it innocuous at the time. Now, however, his thinking was
very different. He had seen much.


Some things
however had not changed much at all. Von Drachen strode down the Council
Building hall into a more populated area, pushed past the aides and guards
standing dumbly around, perhaps having heard the blasts from the eastern
meeting rooms and wondered what was wrong. He walked nonchalantly past them and
entered the room that had been given to his Cazadores
company for
clandestine Nochtish liaison duties.


There were
a few radios, some weapon racks, and a small table.


There also
he found Colonel Gutierrez sleeping in a chair, alone.


Von Drachen
pulled off his own hat and struck Gutierrez with it.


In shock,
the old man fell backwards with his chair and hit the ground.


"Why
you do this Raul?" he cried, rolling around on the ground.


"It's
what you used to do to me when I slacked off!" Von
Drachen said.


"Yes,
but you were slacking off because you were undisciplined! I slack off because I
am over sixty years old, mijo!" Colonel Gutierrez cried at him.


"I
plan to be quite spry and aware at sixty! It's not an excuse!"


Colonel
Gutierrez glared. "You plan, mijo. And then the
arthritis hits."


Von Drachen
raised his finger and began to respond.


There was a
knock on the wall; the tapping of a bayonet.


At the door
appeared a pair of armed Ayvartans, flanking the arriving Rangdan governor. He
was sweating. Son of the regrettably late Arthur Mansa, Aksara Mansa was a
tall, slender, dark-skinned man with a dire expression on his face, as if
perpetually cursing the world with his eyes. He wore a dark gray suit, and
cropped his curly hair close to his scalp.


There was
some of his father in him at first glance.


But as soon
as he spoke the illusion was quickly dispelled.


"General
Von Drachen, I demand an explanation. I was to be notified when the meeting in the
east wing was adjourned. And yet you return without my father, without your
subordinates, and there is no word from the 3rd Meeting Room. I hesitate to
disobey my father's commands, but it appears you do not. So I ask you:
What was the result? Where is Madiha Nakar?"


He had a
voice that was clinical and humorless and boasted no great ego.


Nothing
like that self-satisfied bastard Mansa.


Von Drachen
smiled inside. Such was their obedience to the old man, that even though
they must have
clearly heard the grenades going off, they hesitated to seek after him until
the last possible second. Von Drachen assumed there were no guards heading
there even now. Nothing would have been done for hours, perhaps, had Von
Drachen not himself arrived before Mansa. Madiha Nakar would have wide open
passageways, so long as she kept to the east wing. She would probably notice
this herself soon.


Perhaps she
would appreciate a little more challenge than that.


"Madiha
Nakar has killed your father and his subordinates, including that
quaint fellow in the robe. I barely escaped her rampage." He said.


Though far
from the truth, Von Drachen knew he could not tell Mansa about monsters, magic
and the like. That much he would reserve for Haus, though he knew the Field
Marshal would not believe it. He could hardly believe it himself. No; for the
young Mansa, a utilitarian lie would suffice.


It was such
a good lie, Von Drachen thought, that even he wanted
to believe it. Anything to distance his mind from what had transpired.


"Yes,
everything was the doing of that murderess, Nakar, my Governor."


Von
Drachen needed no exaggerated affectation and no great storytelling
skills. Aksara Mansa seemed immediately to believe everything he was told. His
serious expression softened, his eyes grew wide, his
cheeks slacked. At his sides his arms started to stir, his fingers curling.


Though he
continued to deny Von Drachen, Mansa was already mourning.


"How?
I don't understand. Father said he could contain her. He said--"


"I
suppose he knew how dangerous she was, or else he would not have ordered the
eastern halls be given such a wide berth. We were quite lucky that the wing was
deserted, though Arthur was not." Von Drachen said.


"Explain
to me how he died!" shouted the younger Mansa.


Von Drachen
crossed his arms. He had Mansa ensnared.


"She
escaped her bonds. Everything happened so fast. Mistakes were made. She eluded
all of us. She was too quick. In the ensuing battle she bombed your father's
defenders and my own. Not even ash remains."


"That
cannot be. It is not possible. How could she--"


"She
stole our grenades and killed everyone with executioner's precision. Did you
not refer to her as The Right Hand of Death? Trust
me. I saw her earn that moniker tonight, Governor. She is exceedingly
dangerous."


"Have
you any evidence for this?"


"One
person survived. She will tell you that Nakar is fleeing as we speak."


Though the
girl might not say everything, she was clearly traumatized. As long as she
said that Nakar escaped and killed someone, Von Drachen won.


"Who
survived?"


"I
think her name was Walters? She is worse for wear, and it would have been an
impropriety for me to touch her, so you should fetch her soon."


Somehow
that seemed to do the trick.


Aksara ran
his hand over his mouth and down his chin. At his side his men seemed equally
shaken by the news of Arthur Mansa's death at the hands of Madiha
Nakar. Von Drachen was pleased at how easily they accepted his slightly
embellished events. Though they were wary of him, they accepted Mansa's
distrust and aggression toward Nakar. She was their own blood, but the
Cissean imperialist was a closer kin in spirit. He had an advantage.


At the
moment he intended to push that advantage as far as possible.


"I
offer my condolences, but now is not the time to mourn, Governor. You have an
elite soldier now heading back to a military arsenal. She plans to make
use of it against you, I am sure. I suggest you lend me your 8th
Division so that we can swiftly cut her off and end the threat of her."


In an
instant, the younger Mansa's dire expression returned.


His
personal anger seemed to focus entirely on Von
Drachen now.


"You
failed to protect my father from that witch, and now you demand that I hand you
more power to misuse? You have your own men, Cissean! If you wish to fail us
again then pursue her under your own power! I will see the meeting rooms
myself and determine Rangda's next move!"


Von Drachen
was left speechless.


He had not
planned on this happening.


"With
all due respect--"


Without a
word more, Mansa pushed past his own men and out into the hall. He ran, likely
toward the east wing. Stunned, his men ran after him moments later, leaving Von
Drachen standing dumbly in the room, while Gutierrez helped himself to a
sluggish stand using the table nearby.


Once again
he was left to his own devices.


"Can
no temperament ever work in my favor?" Von Drachen moaned.


He turned
to Gutierrez with a sigh.


Gutierrez
stared at him critically.


Von Drachen
blew through his nostrils, irritated.


"I
apologize for hitting you with my hat. It was a childish reflex."


Gutierrez
nodded. "I can't stay mad at you, mijo."


"I'm
lucky at least one person can't. Inform the rest of our men to wait ten minutes
and then enter a state of high alert." Von Drachen said.


"What?
Wait ten minutes?" Gutierrez asked, raising an eyebrow.


"Yes."


Von Drachen
rushed out of the room himself without explaining further.


He had a
tank he needed to deploy now, and quickly.















"Wait
ten minutes?"


"What
do you think he means by that?"


"I
don't know! We usually go on alert immediately."


"Another
of the General's schemes-- hey, wait, stop!"


Madiha
stepped out into the east green of the Council Building and held up her hands.
She had built a lucky streak running down the halls of the Council Building,
but she knew that however much Mansa had emptied the eastern interior, there
were likely that many guards guarding the outside. Soon as she set foot on the
ground, she had rifles aimed at her.


There were
two men, Cisseans by the look of them and by their native speech, which she
understood as filtered through her own. They had been patrolling around a
little white-tiled path through the grass to the road. In their hands they
wielded old bundu rifles with bayonets attached. They set their sights on her
and she raised her hands. Neither moved closer.


"Identify
yourself! Name and unit!" shouted one of the men.


His
Ayvartan was excellent. Probably one of Von Drachen's men.


She found
it odd that they would not know her face.


She
supposed Von Drachen's discipline did not extend perfectly to them.


"Sneja
Raj, civilian volunteer police! I'm out on patrol!" She called out.


"Bullshit!
Show me your ID then, lady."


Madiha
wondered whether her reflexes could surpass theirs. Could she shoot a dart at
them, and evade or deflect their shots, all at once? She did not know, and she
was not inclined to attempt the maneuver. She was not desperate enough yet. But
she grit her teeth in anger. She hated feeling so helpless.


"I'm
getting my ID!" She said.


Both
men lowered their weapons temporarily.


She reached
into the inner pocket of her police coat, slowly and gently. There was nothing
there. She had been stripped of her weapons and effects by Mansa and she
supposed those had been vaporized along with him and his desk back there. But
the movement gave her time to think.


"Hurry
up lady!" they shouted.


Both men
took a few threatening steps forward, their rifles held loosely in front of
them as if wielded like wooden staves or clubs rather than guns.


Thinking
fast, she formed a fist in her pocket and withdrew it.


In one
quick motion she made as if throwing something.


Both men
saw the flash of motion and panicked.


"Shit!
Grenade!"


Together
they stumbled to avoid the throw.


Madiha
charged them.


She threw
herself at the closest of the men, seized him by the waist and slammed him
into the ground. Rifle and all they fell together on the grass, his helmet
striking the earth hard enough to disorient him momentarily.


Madiha pulled
his knife from his belt and stabbed him in the neck, tearing the blade out
the side and ripping apart his throat and artery in a stroke.


Before she
could turn the knife around she felt a rifle on her own neck.


She raised
her hands and felt the bayonet puncture her collar and cut skin.


The
remaining man cursed her in an explosive voice. "You fucking--"


From behind
both of them sounded a high-pitched growl.


Madiha
heard the man scream and his gun falling with a thud.


She heard
him collapse on the green and the sound of ripping flesh.


She turned
and saw a blur of motion as Kali mauled the man.


Its claws
ripped large stripes of bloody cloth from his chest, and his struggle grew
immediately weaker as its teeth closed around his neck.


In moments
he had dropped dead.


Kali sat
over his body and stared at her curiously.


Madiha
glanced at her. She saw injuries; there were shards of glass embedded on her
side and a slash mark on her belly and bruises and purple spots, where Brass
Face had beaten her and imparted its cold.


"Oh
no! Kali, you're hurt! You need to go back to base--"


"Hey,
what the fuck's going on over there--"


From around
the corner of the building more men appeared.


Kali leaped
up into the sky, spread its wings and suddenly flew.


She
descended on the men in a flurry of claws and teeth.


Madiha was
torn, but she could not stay and fight. Nearly weeping, she took the
opportunity and ran out into the street. She saw the long block road leading
through the front of the building and into the connection to Ocean Road, and
she made for it with all of her remaining strength.


Almost a
dozen guards along the front green stared dumbfounded.


Most were
volunteer police who scarcely knew what was happening.


But a pair
of men started after her immediately, shooting as they ran.


Those must
have been more of Von Drachen's men.


Madiha
covered her head and ran as fast as she could.


Lead flew
around her, men screamed for her to die.


She grit
her teeth, and she felt tears welling up in her eyes.


Her body
ached, her head pounded, and the cacophony was unbearable.


Could she
have stricken them all dead at once with ESP?


Could she
have destroyed the entire building?


Could she
have rained devastation down on Rangda as she did in Solstice?


No; those
things would kill innocents. They could ultimately kill her.


They had
done so in the past.


She hated
it; she hated feeling so weak, so overwhelmed.


It was as
if the power itself was screaming to be used.


But she
could not simply throw it around.


Stepping
out to channel fire would have exposed her to guns anyway.


Guns were
by far more immediate.


Behind her
she heard a loud thump and a scream.


Over her
shoulder she saw Kali coming down on the running men behind her, knocking
one to the ground like a boulder dropping from the heavens onto his back. With
a bonecrunching slam she downed the man and took off into the sky again to gain
air for a swoop against the other man. She was fighting viciously, despite her
injuries, with all of her strength.


Madiha
could have tapped into their minds and stopped them.


Like she
had done to Brass Face. She could have swept into their heads.


That was
what he would
have done--


Madiha
shook her head, desperate to clear it of these thoughts.


She was
exhausted, stressed, tense and hurt.


Her brain
would have probably turned to mush trying to control theirs.


She made it
past the green and into the next city block.


Her
pursuers had literally fallen behind her, harried by Kali.


Soon more
would come, she knew.


She could
not keep running. Not aimlessly, not like this.


She needed
a strategy.


At the
corner from the Council lands and a few buildings into the surrounding
city she ran into a man on patrol near a shop alley.


He was not
part of the volunteer police.


She saw a
green uniform and immediately attacked.


Madiha
tackled him down and stabbed him.


He put up
no struggle.


Pulling him
into cover behind the brick wall forming the alley, she took his rifle,
his ammunition, his pistol, his grenades and flares. She found a first-aid kit
in his bag and injected herself with a morphine shot; in his pocket there was a
bag of nuts that she devoured. That would at least keep her upright for a time.
Satisfied with her spoils, she returned to the street.


Overhead
she saw Kali circling like a vulture.


Madiha took
a knee behind a thick post-office box and waited.


If Kali
could risk her life to fight then so could Madiha.


She would
not set this city on fire to win.


She would
not rely on her ESP alone and would not use it wantonly.


She was
exhausted with false victories and the toll they took.


Those
things she left to the dead tyrant Ayvarta.


She was
Madiha Nakar and Madiha Nakar had made a decision.


 




 


 


























50. EL DRAGÓN


 


52nd of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


 


Tambwe Dominance -- City of Rangda,
Council District


 


From the steps into the Council building
a fresh unit of soldiers charged down the front green, avoiding the six dead
men strewn about the lawn and rushing toward the corner of Council Street
and its central block. Scouting the area, their weapons up as they ran,
they joined a pair of men hiding on the edge of the green,
huddled behind a pair of benches.


Though the
sky was black, several powerful searchlights shone from the roof and from
several windows in the council building, providing targeting capability to the
infantry. Every street lamp along Council Street was set again to full power,
having been previously dimmed to support the curfew.


Carefully the
men behind the benches and bushes on the edge of the Council lawn peered down
the street, perhaps expecting gunfire. There was no retaliation against them.
They assembled and prepared quietly.


"How
many?" asked the squad leader, leaning out toward the road.


One man
answered in a panic. "Just one sir! But she's strong--'


With a grin
the squadron leader cut the man off.


He stood
from behind the bench and held out his arm.


"You
coward! Just one shooter has forced you back? Move out and--"


From
farther down the street a rifle round struck
the squadron sergeant's adam's apple as
he berated his men. His head nearly came off as he fell.


There was
immediate panic. Even with a tracer, it should have been nearly impossible for
a shooter in the dark to kill this accurately with one shot.


An entire
squadron dove and scrambled for cover around the corpse of their
officer but found little they could use. In front of the large, square,
u-shaped Council Building the green was wide open. There was nothing but small
manicured bushes, stray benches made of widely spaced boards and a pair of
flagpoles to hide behind on the lawn, and all of these were many meters apart.
There were the torches on the street, but in the dark these
posts immediately marked the men they covered as obvious targets.


Snipers
could have hidden inside the western arm of the Council Building, but then
they would not be able to see the fugitive. Even the men at the forefront
of the gun battle could hardly see their target, only thirty meters away, save
for a flash of movement in dim lamplight after her every kill.


Madiha
Nakar had picked her position on the connecting Council Street to shield her
from the sight of the Council Building. She was deep enough into the street
that the arms of the building could not shine their lights on her, and she was
distant enough from a torch post to hide in the gloom.


While her
enemies had trouble targeting her, Madiha's own field of view to the lawn
was wide open, and she had reasonable cover from the old, thick steel mail bank
box set on the side of the road. It was akin to a wall. Stray bullets
bounced off the side and top of the box. Its exterior was made of fairly thick
metal, and any bullets that penetrated would be slowed or diverted by the
papers and boxes inside the bank. She had her pick of targets whenever she
peered beyond the bank. Over the iron sights, she led her shots on the men
even as they struggled to escape.


One shot
through a mouth; clack went
the bolt action; one shot through an eye; clack; one through a
nose. Three men dropped to the ground in quick succession. Madiha
retreated behind cover and felt the force of several shots transfer through the
metal into vibrations against her back.


Taking a
deep breath, she produced a new stripper clip from the pilfered ammunition bang
slung over her shoulder and fed it into the rifle. Sensing a long delay between
rifle shots at her back, she peered around the postal box. Selectively
targeting the men in green uniforms she retaliated anew.


Through the
space between the boards on the bench backrest she saw one of the panicked men
that was shouting before. She shot him in the chest.


Tracers
soared through the gloom like flaming arrows. Madiha took note of as
many of the flashes and cracks as she saw and heard while shooting and before
hiding, divining enemy positions and retaliating accurately.


As the
exchange of gunfire continued, she saw less and less of the panicked
blue-uniformed civil police in the vicinity. She had hoped they would finally
break and flee after a show of force, and she had been thankfully correct.
There was only a smattering of green uniforms on the Council Building front
green and soon, not a single blue police uniform.


She hid behind
the post box anew and worked the bolt. Mentally she prepared herself for
the next volley of rifle shots launched her way.


In place of
the cracking of Bundu rifles she heard a continuous noise.


Dozens of
rounds struck the back of the box, many penetrating into the interior and
striking against the metal directly at Madiha's back. Chips of hot metal flew
overhead like the shavings of an electric saw. Bright green tracers raked the
street and the road at her sides. A spraying cone of lead showered the surroundings
in hot metal, hungry for her flesh. It was an enemy Norgler.
She could tell from the noise; she couldn't risk peering out.


Soon as she
heard a lull Madiha fled from cover, ducking stray rifle fire to run into an
alley. She put her back to the bricks of a shop wall, and closed her eyes.
Hundreds of flashing green fragments blew in toward her from the edge of the
alley wall as the automatic tracer fire chipped at the bricks. Stowing her
rifle she withdrew her pistol and stuck out her hand, shooting blindly back
into the road and toward the green, unable to tell the effect.


Before she
could even think to peek again the Norgler fire resumed.


She was
trapped in an alleyway. Everything was dark owing to the distance from the
street lights. There seemed to be no civilians around, not on the street, in
the alley or in these buildings. Nobody there to be hit by the shots but her.
It was the only comforting thought she had the entire night.


There was
scarcely a pause between volleys. Automatic gunfire perfectly sited the street.
Her muscles tensed and she grit her teeth, flinching from bits of brick and
lead flying sharply off the corner and stinging her cheeks.


She crept
farther into the alley and hid between a garbage can and a set of steps into a
side door. Her original intention had been to fight until she thought she had a
good chance to flee to safety. She had perhaps stuck around too long;
the showers of tracers made her plans impossible.


Under the
cover of the Norgler there were likely men moving in against her, combing the
gloomy streets. They would find her quickly even in the dark. She would be
hard-pressed to deal with a rifle squadron while cornered in an alley. All they
had to do was throw grenades into the alley.


She had to
take action first; she could not sit here and wait to die.


From her
stolen pack she withdrew a flare gun and fired it into the sky.


A canister
launched heavensward and exploded with a red flash.


Under the
moonless sky the flash was enough to light the entire alley.


It was a
signal for help. But it also exposed her location to the enemy.


On the
street six men rushed past and stacked on both sides of the alley.


Madiha
crouched behind the garbage can with her head almost in her legs.


As
she feared she heard a shout. Grenades came flying into the alleyway.


Over the
shouting of the men Madiha heard a high-pitched roaring.


As she
hoped, the grenades flew right out as a stiff gust blew into the
alleyway from above. Three grenades bounced back out into the street along the
ground and detonated simultaneously on top of their owners.


Madiha felt
the detonations and huddled in place until she heard the last of the spraying
fragments settle. When she lifted her head again, she found Kali beside her,
having descended from the heavens. Even in the dark her scales seemed to glint
with their own dim luminescence.


Her little
dragon looked worse for wear.


Bullets had
become lodged in its scales in various locations, cracking
"plates" of armor but seemingly not drawing blood. Where blood had
been drawn was its underbelly and wings, where shards of glass had become
embedded, and bruises and blood spots had formed wherever Brass Face had
managed to strike in their combat. She was clearly quite wounded.


Kali did
not seem disturbed by her wounds. It sat on all fours like a cat, with
its head raised, staring blankly at Madiha in the same way as usual.


"Kali,
you're hurt!" Madiha said sadly.


No response
from the little dragon. It stared expectantly.


Madiha
reached out and petted it on the head as Parinita had taught her.


Kali purred
and closed its eyes.


Madiha felt
foolish; what she said before was obvious, but she felt strongly compelled to
acknowledge it to herself. Kali had been hurt. Her actions and decisions had
not just affected herself or the enemy. Her little friend had been badly beaten
around. She did not even know how much Kali really understood things. Though
it had the aptitude to fight, and some apparent knowledge of how
its enemies were fighting her (what shooting was, and how to
deflect big projectiles) she felt strange attributing that much
agency to it. Madiha still thought of her as a pet that needed care.


And as far
as caring for Kali went, Madiha had failed miserably.


She was
about to punctuate her failure even further.


From her
bag she withdrew a thick bundle of grenades.


"Kali,
can you understand me?"


Kali stared
at her, craning its head to one side.


Madiha
reached out her hand to pet her head again.


She settled
her palm over Kali's head and projected an image.


"Can
you see this man too?"


She tried
to gently push into Kali's mind the
image of a male soldier with a Norgler. She focused on the size of the weapon,
on the way a man would be holding it, on the noise and visual effect of the
weapon. It was akin to drawing a sketch for a trainee to help them visualize an
enemy target.


There was
no protest to the psychic display.


She was not
trying to intrude on Kali's mind like she did to Brass Face's. Through the
tenuous connection she conveyed her non-aggression as strongly as she could.
She tried to evoke a one-way conversation, a giving of information, a telling
of facts. Madiha took not even a trickle of Kali's thoughts. In turn the dragon
was calm and gentle, completely trusting.


In a few
seconds she was satisfied with the picture she had projected.


Madiha
removed her hand from Kali's head and smiled at her pet.


"Kali,
I need you to drop this on that man. Can you do that?"


Soon as she
was done speaking the exterior alley lit up with green tracers.


Kali seized
the bundle of grenades from Madiha's hands and took off.


In the
preceding days Madiha had only ever really see Kali float and glide, but today
she was flying as though propelled by her own little engine. She flapped her
wings once and generated enough wind to lift dust from the floor and to lift
her whole body into the sky. She elevated without concern, flying directly up
and down as if unburdened by the physics of aviation.


She
disappeared from over the alley. Madiha crouched along the edge of the wall,
hurrying toward the street. She pulled on the leg of a corpse, drawing the
remains into the alley and pilfering ammunition. Just a meter overhead and
scarcely a meter of brick from the street, the Norgler's fire resumed slicing
the pavement and the corner of the shop. Hundreds of bullet holes had scarred
the street and the lips of the alleyway walls.


Madiha sat
against the wall, pistol in hand, waiting for a sign.


There came
another volley of Norgler fire, chipping at the walls anew.


Then a loud
blast quieted the gun mid-spray.


Madiha
charged out of the alleyway, firing her pistol up the street. She found a trio
of men running from the lawn and attacked them, shooting two before ducking
back behind the mail bank. She spotted several more men that had been
assembling on the green, and were now stumbling around wounded and dazed from
the explosion. Amid a circle of burnt grass and running blood were a pair of
bodies lying on a mangled pile of metal tubing and cooked ammo that had once
been an automatic weapon.


Overhead Kali
circled like a vulture smelling carrion in the air.


With the
Norgler suppressed and the men scattered, now was the time to flee. Madiha
withdrew her flare gun, popped a new canister into the weapon and aimed further
down the street. She unloaded a flare, set her sights on Ocean Road at the end
of the block, perhaps a kilometer away, and took off under the red flash,
hoping that Kali would see it and follow.


As she left
cover and ran Madiha felt a closer, hotter flash behind her.


Chunks of
metal flew past her as the box exploded a dozen meters back.


Eyes drawn
wide with terror, Madiha looked over her shoulder mid-run.


She found
herself suddenly turning gold under a pair of bright lights.


Blinded at
first, she caught a glimpse of her aggressor when the lights moved from over
her body and instead illuminated the road ahead.


Moving into
the green from beyond Council Street was a Goblin light tank, the ubiquitous
main tank of the Territorial Army. Characteristically angled tracks bore
it forward, its three-section glacis with a flat front plate facing
Madiha. Atop its thinly armored, riveted hull was an off-center turret with a
thin gun and a linked machine gun, and atop that was a pintle-mounted
anti-aircraft machine gun, rarely seen equipped.


One 45mm
high-explosive shell was all it took to smash the mail bank.


Against
other tanks it was lacking, but a Goblin was deadly to infantry.


Madiha saw
the gun barrel light up as she glanced again over her shoulder.


In an
instant a second shell flew past, infinitely faster than she could run.


Had it
deviated a meter toward her it would have struck Madiha directly.


Instead
thirty meters ahead it exploded on the road, scattering fragments.


Madiha
shielded her face with her arms, turned on her heels and dove blindly into the
nearest alleyway. She felt a sting on her flank; a fragment must have bitten
into the back of her ribs somewhere. Flinching from the new pain, she found
herself scarcely a few dozen meters from where she had started, stranded in a
wide alley mostly adjacent to her last refuge.


Behind her
she heard the loud whining of the tracks as the Goblin neared.


The
Cisseans must have cried out for help to the rogue 8th Division.


Or perhaps
they had just pressed a captured Goblin into their own service.


Regardless
Madiha now had to contend with a tank.


She cast
wild eyes around the alley and found a large dumpster belonging to the shops on
this block. She put down the lid and climbed atop, and leaped up. Her hands
barely seized a second-story windowsill, and she pulled herself up. Over the
smaller building at her other side she could see the tank coming closer. It
thankfully could not see her, not with its optics.


Pressed
precariously against the shop window, Madiha withdrew her pistol and shot the
glass, creating an opening. Using her knife she smashed off as much of the
sharp glass as she could from the bottom half of the window and slid herself
inside. She found herself in a dark storage room that seemed empty, dusty and cobwebbed.
There were windows on the other end of the room, and she rushed toward them and
crouched.


On the
street below she heard the tracks and the engine come closer.


She heard
the road wheels, characteristically slamming in protest as the Goblin tank tried
to navigate the ten centimeter step up from the flat road to the alley street.
Goblin road wheels were quite poorly arranged and any change in elevation
caused them to lift violently and issue a harsh noise.


It was
likely trying to turn into the alleyway below to corner her.


Giving
chase in such a way was quite an amateurish mistake.


In such a
tight melee the tank was under as much danger as its prey.


Madiha
stood up against the corner of the room, between windows.


She peeked
outside and confirmed her suspicions.


The Goblin
had turned into the alley to search for her.


Madiha
withdrew a lone anti-tank grenade from her ammunition bag.


She cracked
open the window, primed the grenade and threw it.


Landing
atop the engine compartment, the grenade's cylindrical explosive head detonated
violently. A cloud of smoke billowed from the back of the tank as the roof of
the rear hull practically melted. Immediately the Goblin's tracks ceased to
whine and the engine ceased to rumble.


Fires burst
from within the ruined grates once covering the engine.


There was
no movement from within the tank. Had anyone survived they would have bolted
out of the hatches. But judging by the detonation and the fires, and the slag
that had become of the rear hull roof, it was likely that a shower of metal
spall had killed everyone inside, if not the heat of the initial detonation.
The Goblin tank was completely paralyzed.


Soon the
fire would reach the ammunition and explode a final time.


Madiha
pulled the window open the whole way. Enduring the stinging at her side, she
gingerly leaped onto the Goblin's turret. She misjudged the jump; she hit the
turret roof hard, and nearly slid off with her momentum. Groaning, she sat up
and began to pull free her prize. Madiha took the Danava machine gun from the
simple mounting atop the turret.


Now she had
a real weapon on her hands.


Faint and
distant, she heard the trampling of boots over the hissing fires from the
tank's engine. Madiha cast a quick glance overhead, making sure that Kali was
still airborne. Finding her dragon flying over the alleys, Madiha signaled to
her, leaped down from the tank and ran further into the dark alleys and around
the backs of the shops on Council Street.


She had a
good weapon, a head start and the night.


She was
sure she could get away now.


 


City of Rangda, Council Building


 


Around the back of the Council Building pair
of Cissean men stood on either side of a heavy-duty steel shutter at the bottom
of a concrete ramp descending between the green and street. They pulled on
a pair of levers to unlock the shutter and lifted it to gain access. A pair of
headlights shone from inside as a heavy truck with a massive, canvas-covered
steel bed made its way out of the garage and toward an expectant Von Drachen.


Two wheels
in front and six in the back bore the weight of thirty tons of cargo. The Tank
Transporter crawled up the ramp at the direction of the two men. At the top of
the ramp turned around on the back green of the Council Building. Both men
supervising the transporter pulled a slide out from under the bed,
attached it to the lip of the bed and allowed it to drop.


From within
the tank transporter a spotlight shone and an engine blared.


Tracks
distinctively whined as an M4 Sentinel made its way out of the transporter.
Painted an absurdly gaudy red with a golden stripe around the turret, this M4
Sentinel was in most ways a standard production M4 with its armored contours
gently curving, its rounded turret, and a steep front with a characteristically
bulging plate protecting the lower front hull.


Rather than
a longer-barreled anti-tank gun, however, this M4 boasted a shorter gun with a
wider bore. On the gun mantlet there was a searchlight.


Upon seeing
the vehicle fully displayed on the lawn, Von Drachen clapped.


"Leave
it to the Barbaros to make silk out of peasant cloth!" He cheered.


Nocht had
been loath to provide much in the way of armored vehicle assistance to Cissea,
despite pressuring them to support the invasion. Von Drachen's Azul
Corps in Adjar had made do with the Escudero,
a variant of a common export market light tank produced in Occiden. Madiha
Nakar had then made quite sure that he lost his limited stock of them. When
Nocht finally approved M4s for Cissea, they gave up their older early
production stock that had been languishing in warehouses, like this big fellow.


However,
the engineers of Barbaros Valley always came through. Even the heavy purges of
their labor force and academics, hundreds tried and made examples of for
supporting the anarchists, did not stop them from largely reconstructing
the M4 bottom-up in a few weeks. Von Drachen lovingly called it the M4D
Dragoon Sentinel. Without a word more he leaped onto the back of
the engine and skillfully climbed atop the turret.


Gutierrez
seemed much less impressed by the machine at his side.


"Why
is it red? It blends in with nothing. There's no red terrain."


Atop the
turret Von Drachen looked over his shoulder with disdain.


"Excuse
you." Von Drachen said. "Solstice's red sands are almost red."


"They're
a ruddy brown, they're not watercolor red like this thing."


Von Drachen
shrugged. "We will agree to disagree on the aesthetics."


Gutierrez
stared at him with growing confusion and concern.


"Mijo, where
are you going? You're gonna drive that thing yourself?"


"Of
course not. I'm only the gunner and commander! I don't drive."


Von Drachen
smiled and descended into the interior of the machine.


At the
front, his driver was already at his post and prepared to move.


He would
not be too necessary. Von Drachen intended to do most of his fighting from the
Council Building lawn, supported by the mechanisms in front of him, taking up
much of the M4's turret interior. In place of the 50mm anti-tank gun, the
Dragoon Sentinel possessed a 75mm howitzer. There was an elevation dial sight
for laying, a compass, a telescopic sight, a periscope sight for naked eye
perspective on the battle. Von Drachen also brought an urban map of Rangda, and
pinned it to the turret wall.


He sat
behind the controls of the gun and felt himself surge with energy.


Finally he
would be able to challenge Nakar in a military arena. No swords, no standoffs,
no barbarity, just two prodigious intellects clashing at last. Granted, he
accepted the imperfections of this contest. Madiha was alone, or supported only
by a strange pet according to certain whimsical reports. Von Drachen counted
on the support of over a hundred men and he had this tank, and, gods
willing, he had Mansa's 8th Division at some point.


Surely once
he crushed Madiha Nakar that command would easily be his.


Nonetheless,
it was as close as they would come to a real battle of military wills before
Nakar's untimely demise. Von Drachen was quite positive.


He pulled
off his officer's cap and donned a radio headset, connecting himself to the
tank's radio system on his right-hand side. He flicked a switch on the audio
control box clipped to his chest and made a call.


"This
is General Von Drachen. I want a front-line report of Nakar's last known
position along Council Street and the time of the sighting."


As he spoke,
the M4D started to move across the grass, rounding the corner of the Council
Building and around the west wing before moving onto the front lawn toward
Council Street. Through his periscope sight, Von Drachen spotted his men
huddling near their dead. Many drew their eyes away from the fight to gawk,
presumably impressed with the color.


After a few
minutes, Von Drachen had marked on the map every spot where Madiha Nakar had
been seen. From the ruined mail bank box, he shone his spotlight on the burnt-out
wreck of a Goblin tank, half-turned into a nondescript alleyway. Marking that
on his map as well, he quickly came up with an appropriate firing solution. He
signaled his driver to stop.


"I'll
handle the rest. You leave the tank right in this spot." He said.


Von Drachen
grabbed hold of the turret control handle and began turn the gun toward the
interior of the block of buildings just off Council street.
He made some rapid-fire calculations in his head. Judging the performance
of Madiha Nakar's young and hale body against the thing in
the Council Building, and the state of exhaustion in which she must have been;
and judging by the layout of the map, and her goal of reconnecting with her own
troops; and judging by the wind, the dark, the cold, and lady luck--


Numbers,
numbers, numbers; none of them mathematician approved.


Von
Drachen's internal monologue was mostly a series of half-formed gut feelings
that he represented with arithmetic that made sense only to him.


From the
rack at his side he grabbed hold of a heavy yellow-tipped shell.


He laid it
on his lap like a babe, while he turned the elevation wheel on his gun, a slow
and laborious process. He triple-checked the elevation dial as well as his
compass. Satisfied with his siting, Von Drachen popped open the breech, and
held the shell aloft in front of him. After adjusting the base fuse for
timing, loaded the shell and locked the breech securely. He lifted his hands,
sat back, and took a deep breath. Firing was done by his foot using an
electric pedal system, so he could relax for a brief moment.


Von Drachen
laughed, grinning viciously to himself.


Nakar
wasn't the only one with a command over fire.


With his
free hands he broadcast his voice over the radio once more.


"All
units currently combing the alleys, keep your eyes peeled and beware the
sky. Give it a one minute window before you resume your pursuit."


He then
lifted his shoe, and started to bring his sole down on the pedal.


Suddenly he
received a call back.


"But
sir, aren't there civilians in Council block?" cried a scared man.


Von Drachen
scoffed. "Please trust me better than that. Mansa had them moved to air
raid shelters hours ago. Besides, I'm not firing explosives."


"Sorry
sir! Yes sir--"


Von Drachen
cut his audio receiver off to quiet the man.


He sighed
deeply and slowly worked his way back into his zone.


"Anyway.
Firing for effect! Incendiary Airburst going out!"


He slammed
his shoe on the pedal and the gun fired.


 


City of Rangda, Council and 2nd Block


 


Portable torch in hand, Madiha hurtled
through the alleyways and into a tight concrete path a block up
from Council that linked a few small shops and a canteen. She was flanked on
all sides by two-story buildings. Cars would have been cramped in the one-lane
byway serving as both road and street; most tanks would not fit between
the buildings into the alleys.


Madiha
soon found herself with a dead end ahead, represented by a tall brick wall
and an enormous stack of crates blocking her way. She could have tried to climb,
but she had lost her sense of where Ocean Road was in her rush to escape -- and
she feared snipers. Keeping low was for the best.


She turned
around and headed up between a shoe shop and the canteen.


She had
expected to see men hot on her heels by now but there were none.


As she ran
she raised her head to the rooftops around her, to the windows; she peered into
adjacent alleys, through half-open doors. There was not a soul around. Either
people did not live in these shops, only manned them during work hours; or
everyone had been taken somewhere. She supposed it would have been easy to
round people up with the curfew and the police and military presence. They
could not have used the air raid alarms -- Madiha would have heard those and
been alerted to the evacuations.


Hopefully
those people were safe and would remain so through what was to come. At least
Madiha could rest easy knowing that. But the question then remained: where were
the police and soldiers who were chasing her?


She heard
her answer in the form of a dire song whistling overhead.


That she
heard the shell at all usually meant it had overshot her.


Those
destined to die heard nothing. They were simply crushed.


Those in
the vicinity would have heard an instant of sharp, eerie rushing
noise before the deep rumble of the shellfall. It was the signal of a
low-velocity, high-arc weapon like a mortar or howitzer. Ordinarily it was
safe.


Madiha's
gaze immediately shot skyward.


Amid the
dark clouds she saw the dim trail from the shell.


It would
not merely overfly her.


In a
split-second it burst into hundreds of trails of falling fire.


She was
reminded of the fireworks during the festival.


Except the
trails of color were all hurtling earthward.


She dropped
her torch.


Madiha ducked
under an awning as hundreds of fragments of burning metal struck the rooftops
and the ground in the alley. She found herself surrounded by knife-point sharp
chunks of steel casing, embedded into the ground at high velocity like
throwing daggers hurled by an invisible hand. One of the closest struck just
off of her foot, millimeters from her.


At once the
dark alley had lit up. Wisps of fire started to spread across the ground,
along the brick walls and over the concrete floor. Discarded crates and trash-filled
drums caught by the fragments burst into wild flames. It was as if someone had
poured gasoline around every fragment of metal.


Madiha felt
an instant of sharp pain and raised her boot from the ground.


She found a
trail of fire dancing over a drop of gelatinous substance on her boot. It
melted the plastic and heated up the steel insert protecting her
toes. Immediately she pulled off her shoe and hurled it away. Gritting her
teeth, she pulled off her worn-out sock and found a boil had formed on her toe
from the heat. Struggling not to weep from the pain, she sidled on one foot
along the wall of the alley, trying to escape from the raging fires.


Spreading
over the floor in long, golden lines of crawling death was more of the
same gelatinous chemical, rolling off the red-hot fragments that bore it
to the ground. Thick white smoke trailed from the fires it caused.


An acrid
reek accompanied the rising fumes. Madiha started to feel dizzy. Her
stomach was turning. She felt bile rise to her throat from the smell.


Her eyes
and nose watered. Madiha concentrated on her escape. Should she tumble
forward into the fires she would have certainly, horribly died.
Even now her boot was still burning on its own just from that drop of
jelly.


That
substance could not be put out easily -- perhaps not at all.


Step by
step along the wall she crawled, setting down her foot only on its heel to
regain balance. She stood as if on the edge of a precipice, hardly able to open
her eyes, her back ramrod straight. Everything inside her hurt and protested.
She held in her breath as much as she could.


Step by
step; she opened her eyes briefly again. She was close.


Her side
stung; her foot throbbed with agony. Her senses swam.


Step by
step--


A sudden
noise forced her eyes open.


Madiha was
almost out of the burning alley when she heard rifles crack.


She saw the
bullets impact the opposite wall and the floor around her.


Desperate
to escape she set down her injured foot and staggered out of the alley and
behind a corner, scarcely avoiding the last thick concentration of burning
jelly. She quickly checked her whole body to make sure nothing was burning.
Peering back through the smoke and the dancing red light from the incendiaries,
she could just make out men on a distant rooftoop.


Behind the
corner, she took a knee and quickly bandaged her toe.


Just beside
her the rifle bullets continued to fly past and against the wall.


Standing up
again, and setting down her foot, she withdrew her machine gun. She had only a
pair of 45-round drum pans, top-fed into the Danava.


This fact
made her no less conservative about her ammunition.


Peering
around the corner and into the smoke, she aimed high and opened up on the
rooftops with a long automatic spray from the DNV. Where the bullets went, she
did not know; the white smoke had risen high enough to block any possible view
of her enemy. Red tracers flew off into a void.


From within
the smoke a short series of rifle shots responded.


Louder than
the rifles and the crackling fires was the whining of a shell.


Far greater
than the whining was the inevitable detonation.


Madiha
experienced a flash much closer to the ground than before.


She
reflexively turned her back and shielded her face from the source.


Behind her
the hot fragments struck the earth and caught fire.


She felt
the wind, crawling through the alleys, bringing the heat to her.


There
was no new pain; she had avoided the fragments.


When she
turned quickly back around she found the alley ahead blocked off by a wall of
golden yellow fire. Flames clung to brick, to stucco, even to windows. A
massive conflagration raged in the middle of the alley and barred any access
past it. Stray boxes in the vicinity seemed to vaporize of their own accord;
copper pipes running along the wall glowed white-hot.


Her whole
body was soaked in sweat, and the fumes irritated her skin.


Madiha had
no time to marvel at the terrifying flames.


She loaded
her final canister into her flare gun and shot it just over the alley. Almost
instantly, she saw the body of a man swept off the roof fall and smash
back-first into a barrel, horribly contorted. His neck broke.


Overhead,
she heard shots and growls and the sounds of invisible combat.


Kali was
taking care of the men on on the roof. She had to trust her.


Madiha heard
footsteps from around the corner, and more gunfire struck the wall past her and
the wall at her side. There were men coming at least as close as the fires she
had left behind; the rooftop runners were not her only pursuers. More
incendiaries were likely on their way as well.


Reaching
into her pack, Madiha withdrew two stick grenades.


Quickly
she tied them by their handles with a bandage.


She primed
both, threw behind her and ran.


There was a
detonation but no way to tell its effects.


Avoiding
the wall of fire in front of her, Madiha turned toward a back door into a squat
building. It was made of some kind of metal; judging from a quick knock from
her fist it was thin. There was no padlock she could see, but the door
definitely had at least a simple interior lock on its knob.


Thankfully,
nobody in Ayvarta focused on defending against break-ins.


One padlock
and she would have probably died here.


Backing off
a few steps, she stood on her good foot and kicked the door as hard as she
could with her injured foot. She aimed near the knob and lock, as she had been
taught. Instantly she felt pain shoot through all of the sinews in her foot and
her ankle. She felt the knob and lock give. Rearing back, she bit down hard to
endure the pain and delivered a second kick.


Under the
strain of this second kick the door finally burst open.


Madiha put
her injured foot on the ground and felt the pain once more.


Nearly
limping, she made her way into the building.


Through the
door-frame she could see the fire spreading outside.


She was in
a restaurant kitchen. There was an old brick oven, wood-fired, and some more
modern conveniences alongside it. She scanned for chemicals she might have used
to improvise an explosive. Nothing stuck out to her. She would have to make do
with the last of her stolen supplies.


As she
struggled out the kitchen door into the dining area, she seized a delicate
prize from her ammunition bag. She stowed her last magazines inside her
coat and on her belt, before discarding the bag in the trash.


In front of
the kitchen door was a small, charming cloth carpet with the words Hujambo! sewn in colorful letters. She left the kitchen door open,
lifted the little mat and gingerly slid an anti-personnel mine under it.


Hefting
only her machine gun now, she shot the glass front door open and ran outside.
She came out into a wider-open one-lane road that could support cars and
perhaps even a tank. Directly in front of her there was seemingly no open
connection to Ocean Road. To her right there were nondescript buildings. To
her left, she saw a small park in the distance.


Moments
later she heard a detonation at her back.


Madiha took
off running as well as her foot could support.


She had
nowhere else to go but that park.


She fixed
her eyes on the green that she could see ahead through the distant illumination
of street lamps. Her whole body was protesting her every move. She was
exhausted; she had been poisoned and drugged and she felt the effects on her
brain and in her sinews, a burning, prickling feeling. Her hands were shaking,
her knees shaking, her foot was burnt. She felt the fragment dug in her flank.
All of her was crying but her eyes.


A dozen
meters from the restaurant, there was a sudden new pain.


It was
accompanied by the sound of a rifle.


Glancing
over her shoulder, barely cognizant that she had been shot right through it,
Madiha spotted the men -- mountain climbers, Gebirgsjager. They were on the
rooftops. They had easily climbed the urban terrain.


Had they
gotten Kali? She could not see her anywhere around.


Fearing the
worst, Madiha swung around her Danava to retaliate. She flinched
violently. When the butt-stock hit her shoulder, blood spurted out. Her whole
body was shaking from the pain. She could not aim.


She heard a
cartridge discard, and a bolt pull from the rooftop.


Then
she heard the singing of an artillery shell.


There was
no other choice.


Madiha
dropped her machine gun and raised her good hand.


Spotting
the shell in the sky she pushed on the detonation.


Instead of
tumbling toward her the shell detonated backwards from the tip of its nose and spewed
all of its fragments and flaming jelly over the Gebirgsjagers on the rooftop.
Soaked in the incendiary chemicals, the men screamed with a haunting agony that
shook Madiha to her core.


She stood
and watched, dumbstruck.


Doused in
liquid flames the men rolled off the rooftop and onto the street, still
burning. They ripped at their clothes, stamped, scratched, and could not stop
burning. Their uniforms melted; the incendiary coated their skin.


Those men
still trapped on the roof in the middle of the dire gold flames seemed to
disappear into white smoke themselves, vaporized slowly.


Madiha
ripped herself away from the sight and shambled toward the park.


That was a
malevolent power her own flames could not match. No matter what magic did, the
ingenuity of men and technology was always worse.


She
clutched at her gunshot wound and focused on breathing and walking.


There was no singular experience of
"being shot." Every gunshot was unique. Madiha had been stricken by
bullets both stray and malicious. She had been grazed in the side in a training
accident; she had been shot in the hip by a fleeing spy. As a child she had
been shot in the chest and almost killed. Sometimes the bullet felt like a fist
blow followed by burning and cutting sensation in the wound. Sometimes it
seemed like the metal melted in the flesh and slashed its way through
every strand of sinew.


Madiha felt
almost nothing of this bullet now. When struck she had felt a shallow stab. Her
body was shaking, and she was bleeding. She could not move her arm, partially
out of unconscious fear, partially due to injury. There was a slight stinging.
But she was not wracked with agony. It was as if the experience of the gunshot
had stabilized the rest of her pains.


Any agony
she felt now was purely in her own mind, she thought.


All of the
images that wracked her as she escaped.


For all the
horrors she had seen tonight, those burning men left a scar.


Much like
the transformed man in the Council Building; too cruel a fate.


Those were
powers stronger and more terrible than any of her own.


She had to
live; she had to see Parinita again. She had to return to her soldiers. They
could not face that kind of fate. She would not allow it.


Trying to
keep a clear head, she staggered slowly away. Step by step.


Stepping to
live, stepping to breathe, stepping to step.


 


City of Rangda, Council Building


 


"What do you mean it detonated
backwards?"


From the
inside of the M4D, Brigadier General Von Drachen was not quite having a great
time of hearing his troops squandering his lovingly given artillery support and
running into mines somehow, unable to
hit the broad side of a rather tall young woman. And now they got caught in the
flames! This was to be the resurgent dragon's final victory! It was all gone
awry!


He sighed
internally. Giving in to desperation was not professional.


"I'm
afraid anyone burned too badly by these shells is not going to survive long.
Deliver them mercy. I warned all of you to give me some space!"


He argued
with the man on the radio, working to be calm but stern.


In the back
of his head, however, he knew that he was not off-target with his shells and
that his men had not gotten caught in them. Rather, he had seen Madiha
Nakar deflect an
explosion before. He was sure she must have done something like that again. Her
power; it made her highly dangerous.


But she was
not immortal, he told himself.


Stopping
that explosion inside the Council Building had hurt her arm.


He had seen
it. He had seen her falter.


He grinned
with the knowledge.


She had
limitations. Those fires she could sling, those shields she could put up, her
so-called ESP. They were not limitless.
She could run out of fire, and she could certainly buckle and die under
enough ammunition.


Madiha
Nakar was no god; there was no such thing as a god on Aer.


At most,
she was a monster. She had alien powers, but killable flesh.


He had seen
powers and horrors tonight; but he had seen them falter.


More than
anything that renewed his confidence in human strength.


He could
not tell his men all of these things. It was not the right time.


But he was
not ready to give up on them or on himself quite yet.


"Back
off from her. She's headed to Manban Park, yes? I'll intercept from the south.
Slip around her and cut off her escape from a distance."


He switched
from the long-range radio to the tank intercomm.


"Driver,
take us to Manban at full speed!" Von Drachen commanded.


At once,
the M4D started to move off the lawn of the Council Building.


Von Drachen
had to admit she was a very worthy opponent. He had every advantage and she was
still putting him on the defensive from afar.


Perhaps he
was growing cocky and losing the sober precepts that carried him this far.
Nobody could really tell what the outcome of anything was. All of their world
was governed by a preternatural chaos that had only some grounding in
arithmetic. And yet, inside the cockpit of this tank, fighting against his
nemesis, he felt an eagerness and wildness in him.


He felt
confident. He had prepared for an outcome, and he would effect it.


Her
failures emboldened him. She was weakened now. He had a chance.


Through his
periscope he observed the road as the M4D headed north and west along the
various straddling the Council's artery streets, hoping to reach Manban Park
from the south. Men were running on foot alongside him, combing through the
alleyways and charging down the streets.


As the M4D
picked up speed along the roads, the men fell behind.


He had an
appointment with a most troublesome young lady.


 


City of Rangda, Manban Park


 


Madiha laid down in the center of Manban
Park, hiding behind a statue of Arthur Mansa. She caught her breath, holding a
bundle of cloth she ripped from her undershirt tight against her wound. There
were two streets she could take from her vantage, but one lead back south
toward Council.


She was not
sure the other would take her to Ocean Road.


Even if it
did, she was becoming increasingly unsure she could make it back to the base.
She had not planned on being shot along the way.


For the
first few minutes of being shot, one focused on survival and escape, on the
possibility of life. After enough bleeding, enough pain, enough struggling
alone, the mind drifted toward the prospect of death.


Madiha
shook her head.


She wanted
desperately to live. But hope seemed ever farther away.


Had anyone
been beside her, perhaps she would have the impetus to fight.


Instead she
struggled to ignore the prospect of dying here alone.


With her
injured arm she could not shoot full-size weapons anymore. It had already been
a struggle to shoot when her arm was healing from the beating the Majini had
given her days ago. Now she was shot through the shoulder. Danavas and Bundus
were out of the question. She had a pistol.


She aimed
her pistol around the side of the statue. She could aim back the way she came,
and she could aim toward the south and north streets.


Her face
was soaked in sweat. Long rivulets trailed down her nose and lips.


In front of
her the landscape was dancing as if viewed through a haze.


She spotted
men in the distance as warped, shapeshifting figures.


She pulled
the trigger on her pistol once. One shape fell down.


Even absent
the rest of her senses her trigger hand still went for the head.


She hid
behind the statue and waited out the snapping of the rifles.


Bits of
stone and iron from the plaque chipped off as the bullets hit.


She saw the
fragments in the floor like dust.


Bits of
Mansa; Mansa who vanished so suddenly.


Did these
men think or know they were killing an empress?


Madiha
shook her head. Everything was going out of focus.


Her brain
was just regurgitating thoughts, independent of her body.


She stuck
her hand out from behind the statue and rapped the trigger.


Images
flashed in her mind with every trigger pull. Daksha Kansal, in the rain,
shocked that a child had killed a man to save her. Lena Ulyanova teaching her
about socialism and other subjects, as she had taught Daksha before. All of the
people whom she had met as a Courier in Bada Aso. Chinedu, who took care of her
and supported her with such devotion.


There was a
long stretch of nothing. Then, more recent memories.


Sergeant
Agni, back when she was Private Agni, still stiff and dull-spoken but excellent
with tools and trinkets. Chakrani, fashionable and pretty and impressed with
her uniform, who met her and bedded her quite quickly.


There were
the missions, the spy-hunting, the military review.


Then--


Parinita,
with those gentle eyes that saw worth in her.


Eyes that
looked through her and desired to love her unconditionally.


Parinita
who supported her without judgment.


Her face
was fuzzy in her memory, like a bad picture on a television.


It was
torment; she wanted so badly to see Parinita again--


Madiha
shook her head again, more harshly this time.


Before she
knew it her pistol was empty.


Had she
been shooting all this time?


Was this
what it felt like to die? Slowly losing control of oneself?


She peered
around the statue. Briefly she saw the men closing in.


A stray
bullet struck near her cheek and sent dust into her eyes.


She
retreated. From her belt she withdrew a new magazine.


She slipped
the magazine into the pistol from the handle.


Again she
stuck her hand. She slammed the trigger quickly.


She heard
the report of her pistol far louder than usual.


Long bursts
of loud gunfire tore through the park.


There was
something else too. She heard a whirring engine.


Shocked
from her stupor, Madiha stood slowly from behind the statue.


Overhead
she spotted a plane, its side door open.


Streams of
automatic gunfire dropped from the side of the plane like red darts, chopping
up the grass and chopping up the men. Someone was at the door and firing a
machine gun. The Stork passenger biplane swooped over the park in tight
circles, slashing across the enemy column.


Under this
aerial attack the men scampered away.


Madiha felt
a surge of energy. She reached her hand up and signaled.


The Stork
blew past overhead and dropped something.


On the
nearby grass, a bundle hit the ground.


Madiha
scrambled for it and ripped it from its canvas covering.


There was a
harness and heavy backpack that rattled as if full of metal.


Attached
was a note that read Fuchs Recovery System.


On the back
was a diagram.


Madiha
pulled the bundle from the ground and strapped on the harness.


She found
standing straight difficult. The Fuchs pack
was very heavy.


When she
finally managed to make it upright, a shell soared past her.


It struck a
tree on the other end of the park and set its crown ablaze.


Madiha
turned around in shock.


From the
southern approach, a bright red M4 Sentinel approached.


Making
minute corrections, its cannon zeroed in on her.


She could
not escape from it.


Not on
foot. Not with this bundle at her back.


Madiha
grabbed hold of a pair of handles on the harness.


She stood
defiantly before the tank.


As the
M4 trundled forward, its cannon likely reloading, the old Stork flew over
the southern road and turned, headed in a straight path over Madiha.


Madiha
pulled the handles.


At her back,
a pair of metal rods extended skyward in a v-shape.


Another
pair extended toward the ground with feet to stabilize the weight.


It was just
like in the diagram.


Slung
between the two top poles was a sturdy line.


As the M4
Sentinel fired its second shot, a hook from the stork snagged Madiha's line.
Both rods were pulled closer as the plane flew past at hundreds of kilometers
per hour and the line instantly stretched to its limits; Madiha soared off the
ground, snatched suddenly by the plane.


Below her
the incendiary shell detonated harmlessly on the ground.


Overhead
the stork pulled back its hook via a winch, lifting Madiha higher.


Her hair
flapped every which way with the buffeting winds.


She felt an
intense pressure on her body. Her consciousness wavered.


She heard a
rushing noise. Something big and warm seized her in the air.


Though the
pressure waned then her mind was still too weak.


Everything
went black as the hook pulled her up in fits and starts.


She felt an
incredible stillness, an eerie sense of peace.


Suspended
in mid-air, moving without need of her own power.


Her mind
seemed to fall out of the world for a time.


Everything
was dark and soft like the inside of her own eyes.


Her body
felt cold. Her back was especially cold.


Her chest
was warm, however. It was an odd mix of sensations.


Slowly that
peace she had achieved was giving way to the chaos of living.


Madiha saw
a light in front of her, above her, somewhere.


She opened
her eyes with a start.


She was
lying on a floor, staring up at the ceiling lamps on a green cabin.


There was a
big, dark, warm bundle near her. It was Kali, purring softly.


Madiha
weakly stretched her hand to pet her.


"Sergeant
Minardo, ma'am, it looks like she's coming to."


Into her
hazy view came a person.


Looming
over her was a dull-eyed, unsmiling brown face with dark hair.


"In
the interest of disclosure: that could have easily killed you." Agni
said.


Madiha
burst out laughing, and then stopped immediately to cough.


Her ribs
and shoulder protested horribly at this reaction.


She was
alive. Badly injured, but alive.


"Who
is Fuchs? I could kiss them!" Madiha asked weakly.


"You
couldn't. He's dead." Agni said. "I completed the system but--"


"I'll
kiss you!" Madiha said, tears in her eyes.


"Please
don't." Agni dryly replied.










 


Atop the
M4D the cupola hatch swung open.


An
incredulous Von Drachen climbed half out of the tank and leaned slothfully
against the back of the cupola, resting on the high seat.


His lips
spread, first in bewilderment.


They then
curled into a smile.


He burst
out laughing.


Overhead
the plane grew distant, pulling Nakar farther away.


As easily
as he found her, she had again slipped from his grasp.


At his side
there was a loud and unexpected screech.


From the
southern road a vehicle had charged into the park.


"Von
Drachen, what in hell is that? What happened?" Mansa shouted, pointing at
the plane from the back seat of the arriving liaison car.


He was red
in the face, distraught by the carnage around the city no doubt.


Von Drachen
smiled gently at him.


"That,
good governor, is all our troubles shooting across the sky."


Aksara
Mansa stared at the horizon with a blank gaze.


Once more
the prospects forced a laugh out of Von Drachen.


Against all
rationality, he wanted more badly than ever to fight her.


He had
thought he was the chaos that had arrived to accelerate this
stagnant world, but no, it might just be her. She was exceptional.





 




 


 


























51. Alea
Iacta Est


 


52nd of the Aster’s Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


 


Tambwe Dominance — City of
Rangda, 8th Division Barracks


 


In the middle of the cross-hairs appeared a
shadowy, helmeted head.


Under the
gloom that had settled around a knocked-out street light, the figure moved with
confidence, as though sure that it was not watched.


Muttering
under her breath, Gulab Kajari held as steady as she could.


She kept
her scope trained on the peak of the faceless human shape.


Watching
from far across the street, behind the gates of the base, she followed the
figure as it wandered around the corner, holding a rifle to its chest, turning
its head down both directions on the opposing street. It signaled with its
arms, waving a pair of allies out from their own cover and onto the street.
They crouched behind a bus stop bench. Gulab heard the springing of a handset
cord, and a minute of unintelligible whispering.


They were
using the radio. Calling in whatever it was they had found.


Then the
figures stood from cover and began to retreat back to the corner.


"I've
got you, you snow weasel!" she whispered to herself.


Once more
the cross-hairs expertly followed the figures, swaying from one figure's head
to its torso, keeping just far enough head to lead a shot.


Gulab held
her breath again.


She
steadied her aim; but the figures disappeared from her sight.


Her scope
had gone entirely black.


"We
have orders not to shoot, Gulab."


Charvi
Chadgura lifted her hand from Gulab's scope, and she could see again. However
the men in her sights had gone. Somewhere around the street corner toward Ocean
Road they had vanished, but they were all still out there. Through the
stillness of the night she had heard trucks moving in the distance, and even at
times what sounded like a tank or a tractor.


The 8th
Division was moving closer, but the false war dragged on.


"I was
not going to shoot!" Gulab said, slightly irritated.


"I'm
sorry. I trust you, but we can't take any chances." Chadgura said.


Then you
don't trust me!, Gulab's mind screamed at her superior and
friend.


She felt
half indignant and half foolish. She felt as if she was blowing everything out
of proportion, but also slightly offended. Gulab knew her orders. Nevertheless
she felt she had to keep a close eye on the enemy.


And it was
a fact she had to confront, that she had half a mind to shoot; Chadgura was not
entirely wrong in intervening. It still annoyed Gulab.


"They
are likely scouting the area for a checkpoint."


At their
side, Sergeant Nikayla Illynichna laid on her belly with the scope of her
silenced carbine only a centimeter removed from her eye. She spoke in a
monotone that rivaled Chadgura's, but she could become much more heated if
necessary. She was small, her eye level reaching only to Gulab's chest, and
pale as a ghost, with icy-blue Svechthan hair; add the dark of night and
Illynichna was practically invisible in their ambush position.


Gulab and
Chadgura crouched near her. All of them were hiding in a ditch on the side of
the base road that ran through the front gate. Orders from high were to detain
the gate guards, who might possess some allegiance to the 8th Division, and to
shut off the gate searchlights. Under the cover of darkness they would lay near
the gate and watch the road. All along the gate road there were several ambush
positions. Gulad and comrades had been given the foremost position and
watched the road most closely.


Through the
iron gate bars they silently preyed on anyone who
appeared.


Any 8th
Division troops that barged into the base would be shot by snipers
and machine gunners in a hellish crossfire. However, if they walked in with
their guns down and unloaded, it was a wonder what anyone would do. They had
been told not to shoot unless shot first. Operating under those rules of
engagement was quite stressful. It meant anyone had a chance to die before an
effective defense could potentially be mounted.


"More
vermin incoming."


Illynichna
urged everyone to crouch, and they settled against the ditch.


From around
the corner they heard the sound of marching boots and then the drowning-out of
that sound by the wheels and exhaust of a truck. A dozen men and an old rompo turned into their street and stopped a
mere thirty meters away. Briefly the truck's headlights shone through the gate,
their beams illuminating a few fighting positions by accident. When the truck
completed its turn onto the street everything was dark again.


Adjusting her
magnification Gulab spied on the arrivals with her scope.


She watched
helplessly as 8th Division soldiers approached the truck and began to unload
sandbags and set down a foundation for a fighting position near that old bus
stop across from the gate. From the back of the truck a heavy machine gun was
unhitched and rolled until it was protected behind the sandbags. Bag by bag the
wall went up, waist to chest high.


"This
is more than just a checkpoint, Chadgura." Illynichna said.


"I'll
report it to command." Chadgura said. They had a radio nearby.


Gulab
drummed her finger on the side of her gun, near the trigger.


"I'm
getting mad. Are the 8th Division our enemies or not?" She asked.


"It
doesn't matter to our rules of engagement." Chadgura replied.


Illynichna
cracked a little grin, lying next to her gun.


"Would
you shoot your own people whenever someone declared them your enemies,
Kajari?" She casually asked. She did not even turn away from her
scope to make eye contact; she simply dropped the bombshell.


"Would
you?" Gulab shot back, stammering slightly.


Illynichna
grunted.


"The
Elves and their Colonial Authority all but enslaved my people and destroyed
their culture and killed scores of us for hundreds of years. Any countryman of
mine siding with forces like them deserves death."


Gulab's own
thoughts were more elusive and much less forceful. Some part of her that
she deemed reasonable did not believe the 8th Division was some force for
evil; things were more complicated than that. Just like she believed in the
Colonel and followed her orders, she was sure the 8th Division was following
their own heroes in this time of confusion. Surely they owed their lives to
whoever extracted them from the Nochtish lines.


They
thought they were doing right to come here, and that it was the 1st Motor
Rifles who were putting the city at risk. Something happened along the way that
twisted everyone. Ordinary rifle soldiers were not to blame.


The 8th
were not here to steal land like Nocht. Rangda was their home and they believed they could
protect it through these dubious actions of theirs.


Or at least
that is what she wanted to think of fellow Ayvartans.


And yet--
if they did anything that would put Gulab's precious comrades at risk, like the
kids; or the staff; or Charvi; she would definitely kill them.


And if
Colonel Nakar gave her a good reason to shoot she would just shoot.


"It
doesn't matter to my rules of
engagement." Gulab finally replied.


Again
Illynichna cracked a little grin. "My, my, what a sly answer."


Gulab focused
her attention on the road. It was practically bustling.


When the
enemy's sandbag wall was finally constructed, the truck backed away around the
corner and out of sight, and the soldiers remained. They crouched behind their
sandbag wall, next to their machine gun, and they faced the gate, opposite
Gulab's own fighting position in the ditch. It was like a scene from decades
past. Rival trenches across no-man's-land. She was sure the 8th Division knew
she was there now, or at least suspected it.


It raised the
tension. Now she had an enemy in sight who could shoot first.


"Can I
at least give them a scare?" Illynichna asked, finger on the trigger.


"No."
Chadgura said sternly.


Illynichna
sighed and slumped over her carbine. "Bozhe moi..."


Minutes and
hours passed, staring at the enemy in the eye. Gulab called on all of her
resolve. She would shoot them if they shot her. She had to.


 


 City of Rangda --
Council District


 


Once the shooting died down and Madiha Nakar
was far enough removed as a threat to the surroundings, the civil police
returned in a new role.


Though they
had summoned their union representatives and refused to engage in battle with
any unit of the 1st Motor Rifles, including the fugitive commander and police
impersonator Madiha Nakar, they had agreed to perform military labor in
service of the 8th Division. In front of the Council building, the police
gathered to clear the gore from the green and set into place sandbags and
ammunition stocks. Police trucks towed anti-tank guns into place, under the
supervision of 8th Division Goblin tanks in the process of being turned into
sandbag bunker guns.


Uncertain
words were exchanged around the Council front green. Nobody knew what the
future would hold for them. News from Solstice had been slow to travel, and
likewise news from the front seemed eerily hard to come by. Starved of
direction, the police stuck with the local government. There was no other force
presenting itself as desiring their allegiance.


Even if it
meant antagonizing the fearsome Hero of the Border, the police union did
what they had the power to do to cooperate on their own terms.


Thus the
lawn became crewed primarily by blue uniforms instead of green.


For an hour
the police worked in peace until they spotted a liaison car in the distance. Through
the work area arrived Aksara Mansa's open-top staff car followed by the
defeated M4D Sentinel with Von Drachen's head visible over the top hatch.
Though the M4D continued to its storage space for refueling, Aksara Mansa and
General Gaul Von Drachen left their vehicles and crossed the green, stepping
over knee-high sandbags and around barbed wire to access the building. Inside
they found a throng of onlookers waiting with their work in their hands and
their breaths held.


"Return
to your offices! Get back to work!" Aksara commanded.


At once the
crowd uneasily dispersed, going back to their documents and calculators and
radios. Nobody knew what would happen next and they resented the position they
were placed in. They stared at Aksara as they left, some with bitterness
in their lips and eyes. There was heavy tension in the halls of the
Council Building. Outside the tanks and trucks and the movement of supplies
could easily be seen and heard. All of them were being thrown into a
battlefield without their consent. Aksara knew this.


"Perhaps
we should make haste for the command room, before anyone more forceful decides
to delay your timely passage." Von Drachen said.


Without
response, Aksara Mansa started up the steps to the second floor.


He felt
like he was walking outside himself, a doppleganger watching his body take
action, his commands to it slightly delayed. He had the size, the skin, the
face of his father, even the shadow of the man. But he was not his father; he
had always been keenly aware of this fact. He knew he lacked the charisma
certainly. He also lacked the vision his father had.


His father
had been driven by some kind of plan. Aksara Mansa knew only the smallest
details. He knew his father wanted an independent Tambwe. He had always wanted
an independent Tambwe. His own Tambwe to rule. Even under the Empire he had
wanted this. And it was as if a voice from on high had spoken to him and told
him with great clarity what had to be done. Aksara always stepped aside and
deferred to his father. Anyone who knew the man and felt the immense strength
of his resolve did the same.


Confronted
with the current situation in Rangda, Aksara Mansa struggled to think of what
to do. He had put little hope in Von Drachen's ability to recover Madiha Nakar;
and recovering her was in his eyes a fool's errand that even if successful
would have changed little. He had a city that was slowly being evacuated to
bunkers and shelters and schools and hospitals and repopulated with combat
units at his father's command, many of which knew not of the man's death.
Without Arthur Mansa, nobody quite knew what the endgame of ejecting or
destroying the 1st Regiment was.


Inside the
command room there were five long aisles of men and women seated behind radios
and telephone boards, receiving the communications of the entire Battlegroup
Ram, from which the 8th Division had been pulled. Since his
father's agreement to cooperate with the foreigners, the front had been
quiet. Nocht had stayed their attacks, buying Mansa the time necessary to
secure Rangda against Solstice. Perhaps, then, the deal was to turn Rangda over
to Nocht, to open the front bloodlessly.


Aksara felt
a stab of self-doubt. Why had his father not confided in him?


What had
been his plan or even his motivation? What power drove him?


Where had
he gone?


"So,
what is the situation right now?" Von Drachen asked.


They
stopped just outside of the rows of communications equipment.


Aksara gave
him a contemptuous glare.


"I
have confirmed the death of my father and suspect that it occurred as you
say, Cissean."
He said. "Nevertheless, you have failed and thus the situation is at is
has been for the past several hours. We are deploying our forces as fast as we
can and we suspect the 1st Regiment has aggressive intentions. We can take no
action against them yet. We are not ready."


"Governor,
if I might make a bold suggestion?"


At
Aksara's side, Von Drachen flared his hooked nose and shrugged his long
arms, a lopsided grin stretching on his face. He looked ridiculous. More
like an improvisational comedian than a Brigadier General.


"Go
on." Aksara said with muted disdain.


"Hand
me command of the 8th Division. We must assault the 1st Motor Rifles
immediately, before they can stage their own attack first."


"I already
told you we are not ready. Have you some miraculous plan?"


Von Drachen
continued to smile. "I have a practical plan, and that is all that we need
at the moment. You see, I know we can bring our numbers to bear on them if we
trap them in the base. While we don't have the combat power to defeat them in
battle outright, we can surround them in a small area and saturate it with
firepower once our heavy weapons arrive."


Aksara
snorted. How could this foreigner know that he spoke of the 8th Ram Rifle
Division, the most elite of Tambwe's forces, its officer corps unflinchingly
loyal to the Mansa family, its men and women trained in the harsh sun and deep
jungle of Tambwe? How could he speak of combat power when he had never met the
brave men of the Lion battalion?


"On
what basis do you claim we lack the power to defeat them outright?"


"On
their abysmal performance against my 13th Panzer Brigade just before their
pitiful capture beyond the Ghede River." Von Drachen casually said.


"If
your own men are so strong, use them." Aksara sharply
replied. "I will continue to build up my forces for a decisive battle, as
my father wanted."


Von Drachen
crossed his arms and heaved a long sigh in response.


In truth
Aksara's convictions were not so strong. He knew the 8th Division had a dismal
disposition, while the 1st Regiment was a cipher. But he had to believe that
his father's overall strategy could work; even if they had failed to remove
Madiha Nakar. How important a component could the removal of one woman, from a
Regiment of thousands, have been?


He
suspected Nakar was not as important as claimed. With enough time to deploy
fully he could crush her. Tactics could not contend with numbers.


Once the
8th Division fully deployed he would have four times her troops.


Thus he convinced
himself. The 8th Division would stay the course.


It was a
decision he made quietly and in a quiet place.


There was
little activity in the command room. Officers from the 8th Division
commiserated over a map of the city, plotting their fighting positions. Radio
operators waited for airwaves and kept their pens and pads ready to take any
important notes. Secretaries brought refreshments to the weary personnel. It
was a subdued room to stand around in.


Until, in a
far corner, one of the radio operators stood suddenly.


She stared
across the room and waved toward the governor.


"Sir,
we're receiving a government communique on the teleprinter."


Aksara
Mansa turned sharply around and faced the machine, set against the far wall of
the room on the last aisle of communications equipment. Soon as it was
acknowledged, the teleprinter began to spit out its encrypted type on a roll of
paper. A pair of operators left their radios and withdrew their code books and
began to decrypt the message right away.


They were speechless
at first. Aksara left Von Drachen's side.


"Well,
what is it?" He cried out to them as he approached.


One of the
women cradled the papers grimly as if holding a corpse.


"Sir,
there's-- there's been a change of government in Solstice."


For a moment
the words were lost in the silence of the room.


For much
longer, nobody wanted to believe them.















City of Rangda -- Central
Rangda


 


Over the skies of Central Rangda the old
Stork biplane transport flew unmolested. Not a round of flak soared to meet it
as it headed for its destination.  Even as the 8th Division began to
spread, taking up positions around Ocean Road and encroaching on their old
base, they did not intercept the Stork flying over their heads. Rangda was
still locked in a state of phony war, despite the blood already in Madiha
Nakar's hands.


Until a
tactical unit of the 1st Motor Rifles Regiment fought a real 8th Division
counterpart it seemed the city would remain silent in the night. Neither
side had achieved the correct conditions to make war on the other. There were
leadership disruptions on both sides that exacerbated this.


Madiha had
to get to her base and make her preparations.


But she
found her body betraying her. As she tried to escape Sergeant Agni's
ministrations she found her arms jelly-like and her legs unstable. There was no
way she could stand on the plane by herself; perhaps not even on solid ground.
Her eyes were still hazy, and her thoughts muddled.


"Colonel,
I'll help you sit up. Move with me."


Sergeant
Agni helped Madiha slide away from the side-door of the plane and toward the
opposite wall of the hull. She sat her up, and administered a syrette of morphine before cracking open a medic's bag.
There were bandages and gloves and shears and dozens of packets and bottles of
medicines inside. Madiha breathed deep in regular intervals and tried to remain
conscious and to occupy her flagging mind. Even before the effects of the
morphine she had already lost the feeling of pain; she was too dizzy and
exhausted to feel the shredded flesh in her shoulder too strongly.


She felt
eerily disembodied, hovering into and out of reality.


"Colonel,
are you doing alright?"


From the
door to the cockpit the pilot stuck out her head briefly.


Logia
Minardo, wearing a pair of goggles.


Her
appearance gave Madiha a needed jolt of outside stimulation.


"I
thought you were airborne assault?" Madiha strained to shout.


Minardo
cracked a little grin and returned to the pilot's seat.


"Well,
that doesn't mean I can't fly!" Minardo shouted back. She had to beat
the sound of the rattling hull and the thrumming engine in order to be heard.
Despite her casual attitude she had a great command of the plane. They
were flying steadily, and the daring maneuvers Madiha witnessed during her
rescue where nothing short of masterful.


"So
did you start out as a pilot or as infantry?" Madiha asked.


"We'll
discuss it some other day!" Minardo replied. "Get some rest!"


She waved
her hand out of the door and turned her attention fully back to flying the
plane. Madiha smiled to herself, feeling strangely cosseted. Minardo could take
care of things; she had proven herself very reliable.


"Colonel."


After
minutes of picking through a pack, Agni returned.


"I have
gauze." She said, holding up a roll.


From her
clumsy grip it unfurled and trailed around the floor.


Madiha
shook her head. "Give me a stimulant. I'll handle the rest."


"I
don't follow."


She would
have to do without the stimulant then.


Without
warning the Colonel lifted a hand to her shoulder, and with her teeth grit and
her eyes wincing, she thrust a finger into her own wound, causing blood to gush
and flesh to rip. Agni was alarmed, and reached out to stop her, but
Madiha was not rummaging in the wound. She imagined the lead that had to be
embedded in her body, and pulled on it mentally.


She felt
pangs of cutting pain as she clumsily led the metal to the surface.


Blood
seeped from the wound, inadvertently pulled on by her thoughts.


Even
through the warming haze of the morphine she felt terrible pain.


"Colonel,
no."


Soon as
Agni's arms seized Madiha's own and forced her hand free of the wound, the
gloved, bloody fingers that came out carried a deformed lead penetrator between
them. Madiha dropped the artifact on the floor, and felt a subdued, cold pain
in her now more terribly mutilated shoulder.


"Now
you can close it up." Madiha moaned. Her breath started to leave her lips
at involuntary, irregular intervals, her injury causing her to gasp.


"That's
easier said than done now." Agni replied.


She started
cutting Madiha's clothes open with the shears, and then applied a clotting
powder, compress and bandages. Madiha saw the world then as if through a
waterfall, and could hardly make out Agni's shape wavering in front of her. Her
arms grew heavy, and her whole body felt the effects of gravity much more
strongly than before. She was growing weak.


"We
will need a medic to sew it. I dare not do so." Agni said.


"Thank
you, Agni." Madiha whimpered.


"Never
tamper with your wounds again."


Despite her
monotone voice Agni was sounding brusque and angry.


Madiha
nodded weakly. "I promise."


She could
not truly promise it; if the situation required, she could even burn the wound
closed. She could have done it then, had she trusted herself with the task. And
had Agni turned away from the sight. Madiha was not sure how much she wanted
anyone to know about her power.


Von Drachen
knew, but the less anyone else did, the more he looked crazy.


"Base
is in sight! Prepare for a rough landing!" Minardo called out.


In Madiha's
ears those words gained an echo and became distorted.


As the
Stork started to drop altitude, Madiha's world turned black.


She felt
the pull of gravity on her body in a way she had never experienced.


Her head
felt empty and her whole body tight.


Though she
had hoped to leave the plane walking upright and among her troops, heartening
them for the battle ahead, her body had just been too tortured that night to
continue. Without warning, she closed her eyes, and could not thereafter open
them of her own volition. Madiha blacked out.










On the ground
below, some of Agni's engineers played the role of landing crew and waved
signal flags for Minardo to descend. Between the aircraft's departure and
return, the crew had stamped out another improvised runway in the middle of the
tank course, one longer, softer and farther away from any collateral objects
than the strip they previously used.


A series of
reflectors on the ground gave Minardo something to aim for. She
gradually began to cut her speed and altitude and maneuvered the Stork
into position, aiming it like a lumbering bolt to the target below. Winds
buffeted the craft, and it shook and protested as its descent began in earnest.
Minardo grabbed hold of the flight stick with all her strength.


She had not
flown in years, but that had neither given her pause nor impeded her. Colonel
Nakar needed her to fly and she had flown.


Minardo
never forgot the sense of being in the air. She would dream of flying, of
feeling again the weight of her craft as it sliced through the skies, of
sensing the response of the vehicle to her various instruments. Now in the
cockpit she was drawn back to those years of innocence, when the plane felt
like an extension of her body, a limb regularly stretched.


It was not
flying like a bird would fly; Minardo could not imagine what that could be
like. Nor did she want it. There was something unique about flying a plane that
gave her a thrill, coursing through her body, lighting a fire in her chest
unlike anything. There was a sense of weight and strength amid the clouds that
flying under one's own power would likely lack.


Flying a
plane was defiant -- humans flew in the face of God.


It was
awkward and laborious and, she discovered, still part of her nature.


All of the
muscle memory returned. She expertly aligned the craft with the makeshift
runway, gauged her altitude and speed correctly, and within minutes she felt
the bump as her landing gear hit dirt. For a moment the friction startled her,
but soon it passed, and the craft gently slowed.


There was a
moment when the forces around her abruptly stopped.


She felt
such a stillness then, such a sense of peace. She had landed.


In her duel
with the sky, she had won.


And she had
brought everyone back safely.


Not bad for
a washed-up biplane ace in the age of monoplanes.


She turned
around from the instruments and waved at Agni.


"Agni,
cover up the Colonel with a bag or something! We don't want gawkers finding out
she's hurt!" Minardo cried out. Behind her, Agni nodded her head and
searched for a rain tarp and threw it over the Colonel's unconscious body. It
rose and fell with her breathing.


Minardo
unbuckled her safety harness, too tight around her full belly, and picked
her goggles off her head. For now the joyride was simply over.


After years
on the ground, Logia Minardo had taken to the air again.


She had
defied the wishes of someone very special to her.


She had
flown and she had landed. The Stork may not fly again soon.


Certainly
not with her at the helm.


Minardo stared
in a trance at the controls before her, and at the lenses on her goggles. She
thought she could see her,
reflected in the glass. For so long, she had sat behind her in the trainer, and
then in the liaison plane, and then in the two-seat light bomber. On the stork
there was no partner seat behind her. There was just the hull cargo storage.
She was alone.


Minardo
stared at her own reflection in the goggles, waiting expectantly, waiting
to hear her praise, waiting to have her affection. Waiting still.


"Did I
do good?" She muttered to herself. "I landed
her right."


Behind her
the side doors opened.


She shook
her head. Those were fancies that had to pass.


Medics
arrived from off the landing strip and brought a stretcher on wheels. Agni and
Minardo carefully set the Colonel down atop the stretcher, covered up with the
rain tarp. They ordered the medics to be discrete. Vitals were carefully
taken, morphine administered, and the medics then covertly took the Colonel
away to the base hospital.


"Go
with them. Make sure she's guarded." Minardo said.


Agni nodded
her head and ran after them.


"Minardo!"


Moments
later, flanked by a pair of military policemen for protection, Acting Commander
Parinita Maharani arrived on the runway. She stared at the Stork with a small
smile on her face, and turned a congratulatory grin on Minardo. She stretched
out her hand and Minardo gratefully shook.


"I
have to admit, I doubted for a second." Parinita said.


"I
doubted too. That's why it was a stupid idea."
Minardo replied.


She had
feared she would enter the cockpit and lose all sense of what flying was like.
But she soared over Rangda; she flew circles over the hapless men of the 8th
Division. Flying had never left her even after her wings were taken from her.
It felt reassuring, and oddly validating.


Parinita
turned around and waved away her escorts. Both men complied.


Once they
were out of earshot she leaned close with a cute little smile.


"Minardo,
I wanted to thank you, before I went to see her." Parinita said.


"What
for? I'm just doing my job." Minardo said, grinning like a devil.


Parinita waved
a dismissive hand. "Oh don't give me that, you."


There was
no use being coy; but Minardo just liked acting difficult.


That, too,
was as much part of her nature now as flying. Maybe more.


"Listen,
I just I want to steer naive young girls like you right." She said.


"Well,
you listen too: we're only a few years apart! I'm thirty years old!"


"Yes,
but I've lived a life twice as rich in experience as you, my child!"


Minardo
pointedly laughed. Parinita stared sharply at her.


"Well
then; anyway, like I said, thank you. If it means anything, I think that when
you stop goofing around so much, you'll make a great mother."


Parinita
put on a warm, innocent and friendly smile.


Minardo's
fiendish grinning intensified.


She
shrugged in an exaggerated fashion.


"I'm
not planning to be a mother, really." She said.


"Huh?"


Parinita
stared at her with concern, looking at her belly for a moment as if there was
something wrong with it; Minardo grew exasperated, took her by the shoulders
and pushed her in the direction of the base hospital.


"Oh,
forget me, Maharani. Go visit your girlfriend."


"Minardo,
are you really alright?"


"I'm
more alright than the Colonel! Go check up on her."


After that
bit of prodding, Parinita glanced at her one final time before going on her
way. Soon she disappeared into the gloom of the base, many of its lights shut
down to prevent it from becoming too bright a target.


Minardo
stood against the Stork and tried to savor the air a bit more.


She was
grinning not like a devil anymore, but like a young girl herself.


She had
flown! She had flown again, despite everything.


 


City of Rangda -- 8th
Division Barracks


 


Madiha woke with a start in a stark white
room.


Immediately
she drew back against the bed in pain and discomfort.


Her shoulder
protested violently to the sudden movement.


"Madiha,
calm down, you'll hurt yourself!"


From the
side of the bed, Parinita stood and knelt next to the Colonel.


Gasping for
breath, sweating profusely, Madiha came to realize through the absence of sounds
that she was not in battle anymore. She had escaped the gunshots, the cacophony
of engines and cannons, and the toxic smell of that ever-burning pale fire.
 She was alive; back at base.


Without
word Madiha made an effort to lean forward and seized Parinita into a
deep, hungry kiss. Parinita's eyes drew wide with surprise but she quickly
reciprocated. Madiha held for a few seconds, delighting in the warmth of her
lover before losing her breath and gasping for air over Parinita's lips.
Clumsily they connected again, pulling each other into shorter kisses between
gasps and groans. Both were breathless when they pulled decisively apart.
Parinita was fiercely red in the face and tearful.


"You
worried me half into a grave!" She said.


Madiha
smiled gently. "I'm so sorry, Parinita."


"Never
again, Madiha! I'm never letting you go alone like that again!"


Parinita
carefully wrapped her arms around Madiha from her bedside.


When they
parted, Madiha laid back on the bed and turned her head. She was in a bed, in a
concrete room without a window. Her police uniform had been taken, and
hopefully Agni or someone else had discretely burnt it. At her side on a
bedside drawer there was a folded black uniform laid for her.


Her
shoulder was thickly bandaged, and sewn beneath. It was a large wound, one
likely made worse by her own meddling. There had been quite a lot of blood, and
even more was smeared on her bandages. She felt too weak to stand up, though
she desperately desired to be out of bed.


She felt
herself too separated from the outside world. Something had to be happening
that she was not aware of. Her military mind was afire.


"What
time is, Parinita?" She asked.


"It's
just dawned. You've been asleep maybe four hours." Parinita said.


Madiha
shook her head. "This is not good. I need to get out there."


"You
should in all honesty sleep more than that."


"I
cannot. I have to get up."


Madiha
struggled to sit up and then stand, but she quickly failed.


Parinita
stepped forward again to hold her down.


"You
can't! You'll just hurt yourself again." Parinita said. "Listen to
me: I predicted this would happen so I'm already set up here, just
watch."


She swiped
her hand at a curtain beside Madiha's bed.


Behind the
curtain was a table with a radio. On a nearby wall there was a corkboard with a
map of the city. There were green pins stuck in various places. Judging by the
fact that the Council building had the largest green pin on it, the greens must
have represented the 8th Division. There were a few pins frighteningly near the
base, a congregation around Rangda University in the north, a few around Rangda
Airport, a line down Ocean Road that walled off the main thoroughfare from
Madiha's barracks.


"I
realized that Kimani left some of her specialist staff with us, so I ordered them
to perform some signals incursion." Parinita said. "We managed to
triangulate the location of a lot of 8th Division units. We don't know what all
of these units are, but we know where they're
parked at."


"That
was very astute. You really held things down while I was away."


Parinita
covered her mouth to stifle a little laugh. "Well, I tried."


Madiha
stared at the map, and she started to plot at once. She recalled perfectly the
units at her disposal, the hobgoblin tanks, the chimera guns, her motorized infantry. Her fatigue was a thing of the past;
soon as war entered her mind she was in a trance. In her mind she was moving
pieces, like chits in the wargame, tracing paths through the streets of Rangda.


"We
also received a message from Solstice." Parinita said. "I transcribed
it and compiled other information about the 8th that we dug up, here."


She handed
Madiha a thick file folder, almost like their own Generalplan
Suden. Nodding her head, Madiha quickly began to digest the
information in the pages. She found the communique from Solstice; her heart
swelled as she read the information contained there. This was monumental.


"Parinita,
can you hook me to the loudspeakers? I need everyone to hear."










 


As the sun
started to rise over Rangda, the mobile kitchens attached to the Regiment's
various units made their rounds across the base, delivering hot paneer,
flatbread and fruit chutney to hungry units scattered across the base in
defensive positions and reserve areas. Soon after the first few plates were
emptied, however, the base communications system sounded and the wagons stayed
in place with the troops, listening intently.


"Comrades
of the 1st Order of Lena, Bada Aso Motor Rifle Regiment! This is Colonel Madiha
Nakar speaking. You have had a difficult and uncertain night, but with the
coming of the sun, a new age for Ayvarta has dawned. Last night at 0200 hours
we received an encrypted message from Solstice. The High Civil Council has
unanimously decided to step out of the war effort and has directed Daksha
Kansal to assume the role of Premier of our Socialist Dominances of Solstice.
Having worked under Daksha Kansal for many years, and seen her revolutionary
fervor during the violent birth of our country, I could think of no better
person to lead us in trying times."


There was
surprised whispering around the base. Most of the soldiers did not quite understand
the position of Premier, one which had many powers over executive matters and
was last held by Lena Ulyanova, a foreigner who loved Ayvarta more than many
men born on Solstice's own sand. But the Colonel did not clarify: she moved
confidently forward in her speech.


"Last
night was transformational in more than one way. We received information
that shone light upon a truth you have seen with your own eyes now. Rangda's
8th Ram Rifles Division wishes us harm. In fact, the 8th Division are pawns,
willing and unwitting, in a reactionary and counterrevolutionary scheme to
deliver the city to the vile Federation!"


Some
gasped; but for anyone who had a rotating shift patrolling on the gate road the
build-up was plain to see. Though they had not attack the 8th Division had
aggressive intentions. Sandbags and guns did not appear as precautions between
fellow comrades. They were an act of war.


"Comrades,
I understand that many of you joined the service to protect Ayvarta from Nocht.
You joined to save your families and loved ones and to support your friends;
you joined not to sacrifice your lives, but to stay alive and to resist with
every inch of your being the oppressing forces that march upon our shores. You
did not join to fight your own people. Many of you did not live through the
time of revolution. You did not see brother fighting brother and sister
fighting sister on Ayvartan soil. But there are Ayvartans here in this city who
conspire with the enemy. And in so doing, they become the enemy. They become akin
to the traitorous White Army."


There was
silence in the base. Perhaps recognition; perhaps resignation.


"We
may not relish this battle the way we would celebrate the defeat of Nocht and
the deaths of its pillaging soldiers. But all the same, I must ask you
all to prepare for combat. Orders will headed to each battalion and from there
to companies and platoons within the next hour. Eat your fill, gather your
supplies, and steel yourselves. Remember the training you received; remember
that I am here to support you, my precious troops. We do not fight here for
revenge: we fight, purely, for socialism! For Ayvarta! We fight to show the
misguided 8th Division the strength of our unity!"


Though
nobody could see her do it, it was if they felt the arm rising through the
radio system. All around the base, fists rose in unison.


Madiha
Nakar had cast the die and battle would quickly be joined.


It did not
matter that the 8th Division just outside the gate might have listened. In
Madiha's imagined Deep Battle nothing the 8th Division could do at this point
mattered except for them to attack first and immediately.


 


 


City of Rangda --
Council District


 


Night turned slowly to morning, and the skies
overhead cleared.


Even with
the returning visibility, there was still a halt to the hostilities.


Dawn passed
quietly, and by mid-morning the preparations had been completed. The staff
of the Council and the soldiers of the 8th Division, alongside the civil
police, mingled on the front lawn of the Council Building, standing where once
gore had been strewn and corpses had collected after Colonel Nakar's escape.
They gathered on short notice to listen to an impromptu conference to be held
by the governor.


Everyone
stood in skeptical silence as Aksara Mansa stepped out.


They wanted
him to address the curfews and the evacuations and the relocations of civilians
and most important, what the point of this resistance was in the long run. Why
did they treat their city as if it was under siege; and why were they
themselves also readying to siege it?


For Arthur
Mansa they might have once blindly walked into this fire, but that time was
past and that trust eroded. Their hero had tested their faith, pushed their
loyalty to its limits, only to challenge another hero and die. Madiha Nakar,
hero of the border, had killed him. This information had been trickling out for
hours. Now it was out and nobody understood.


All they
knew was that Aksara Mansa was all that remained.


"My
fellow Rangdans," he called out, his voice boosted by a microphone.
"It is with great agony that I must announce that we have received word of
a coup in Solstice." There was a generalized gasping from the audience.
Everyone stood speechless, incredulous. Mansa gazed out over them. He lacked
the slow, deliberate and uninterrupted cadence of his father. He drank some
water from a glass as he let the words to stew in the crowd.


"My
fellow Rangdans," he started again. "Two nights ago, Warden Daksha
Kansal of the KVW pressured the High Council into a unanimous vote of
dissolution that ended with her being handed the title of Premier. It is a
title that was retired with the death of Lena Ulyanova and replaced with the
democratic and representative system we have enjoyed for close to a decade. It
is a title that makes plain her ambitions. Daksha Kansal has made herself
dictator in Solstice, and suppressed the information until the legal backing
for the coup was completely secured and the government was firmly in her grip.
It is for this reason that we only learn this now."


There was
not even a gasp in response. There was instead stillness around the crowd.
Clutched hearts, clenched teeth, sweating brows, tearing eyes.


"During
this information blackout, traitorous units seeded throughout our free cities,
like the 1st Regiment of Madiha Nakar, have been preparing to enforce the coup
across the Dominances. They have been aided by the chaotic advance of Nocht's
forces from the south and west. Madiha Nakar would have us bow down to this
tyranny; some hero she is! I tell you right now, fellow Rangdans, I refuse this
coup government! I refuse Daksha Kansal! Rangda will use all resources
available to restore democracy!"


His voice
was not as fiery and fierce as his father's; there was no applause. Nobody
seemed set ablaze by this course of action. Confusion reigned in the crowd.
Eyes glanced aside wondering if they had all seen the same. In a rising
collective whisper the crowd picked apart the speech, interrogated their own
allegiance, and collectively felt unsettled by the situation.


"As we
speak, units of the elite 8th Division have the traitor Regiment trapped
in their barracks, and will shortly move in to detain them. I am sure scores of
the traitors will surrender to justice, but many will fight, and they will be
defeated. Know that the coming months will be difficult. We may need to parlay,
we may need to fight, we may need to--"


Mansa
opened his mouth and a booming noise seemed to escape from it.


Several
hundred meters down the road a wall of sandbags erupted and flung sack and sand
and shards of metal in a spray that fell just short of the crowd. Before the
blast the sandbags had been erected around an old 76mm mountain pack howitzer
brought in pieces by the men of the 8th, and set up in defense of the Council
building. In one shot, the howitzer, the men behind it, and the sandbags around
it, had been crushed.


Panic
ensued. Staff rushed past Mansa in a desperate bid for cover inside the
building. They knocked over his podium and loudspeakers, scattered his speech
papers. Police dispersed, dropping their weapons and fleeing. Soldiers hit the
dirt and searched around for an enemy they could not see. The 1st Regiment
should have been dozens of kilometers away. Nothing in their arsenal could have
hit this deep into 8th Division territory.


No additional
shells followed the first, but the lawn nonetheless cleared quickly out. Mansa
stood, watching the crowd sweep past him, stunned.


From behind
him, a skittish aide appeared and whispered into his ear.


"Governor,"
the young woman stammered. "The Lion Battalion has been routed. They are
making gestures of surrender to the 1st Motor Rifles."


Aksara
Mansa was frozen in time, his ears echoing with the din of Madiha Nakar's
opening salvo and slowly realizing that she had dealt first blood before he
even knew what was happening. That shell was not her signal. It was rubbing
salt into a wound that he did not even know had been opened.


When had
this battle even started? How had it moved this far this quickly?


"Where
are the other units? How did the 1st Regiment break out?"


Grimly, the
aide shook her head. "There are attacks in every sector, sir."





 




 


 


























52. First Blood


 


52nd of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


 


Tambwe Dominance, City of Rangda
-- 8th Division Barracks


 


"G-1 this is Thunder actual,
report."


Behind the
sandbag wall guarding the approach to the base gate, a soldier of the 8th
Division's "Lion Battalion" answered the radio. His response was
swift: there had been no activity from the 1st Motor Rifles all night. He had
at times seen flickers of movement, shades in the dark, but for all he knew it
was his eyes tricking him. His enemy was invisible to him.


Across the
street from his position there was a brick wall about five meters tall topped
with metal spears. Barbed wire wound between each spear and barred entry to
prospective climbers. These walls fully encircled the base save for a pair of
gates: the one before him, and one facing north. They were strong steel-barred
gates topped with barbed wire. Past the gate stood a pair of concrete
structures for the gate guards, and then a road that wound down in the base
proper. Quite distantly, if he squinted, the radio officer could see
nondescript buildings, bereft of people.


"G-1,
maintain a high alert. We're reinforcing your position soon."


With those
words, the platoon commander became silent anew.


This was
only the second set of orders G-1 had been given.


The
radio-man felt like they were all being sacrificed to give an early
warning of 1st Regiment activity. He looked around himself for support.


At his
side, a young woman grabbed hold of the padded handles on the sides of a Khroda
water-cooled machine gun, keeping the gun raised on the gate barring them from
their old barracks. She was tense; her grip on the handles was stiff and
rigid. Crouching behind the sandbags were eight riflemen, armed with a
single grenade and a Bundu rifle with 100 rounds. In the middle of the night
two men and two women had run in from around the corner carrying a light mortar
in three pieces. It had been assembled just behind the bus bench, and they
crouched around it.


"We
may be getting reinforcements soon." said the radio man.


"Thank
the ancestors for that!" replied the machine gunner, exasperated.


"No
matter how many reinforcements we get there's still thousands of people in
there." one of the mortar crew said, pointing into the base.


"It's
fine, they haven't moved." said the radio man. "Once the governor
gives the go-ahead we'll surround them and that'll be the end of it. They had
their chance to attack and they didn't all night. We'll be fine."


"Yeah,
these folk ain't Nocht." said one of the riflemen.


Everyone went
silent then. The rifleman's clumsy implication was that the 1st Regiment was
full of weak Ayvartans like themselves who had been bested by Nocht before. But
that was not entirely true. For one, the 1st Regiment had defeated Nocht
before. And most importantly, the 8th Division was, in a way, affiliated with
Nocht. They were like Nocht, now.


Like them
in allegiance, in whom they fought against; not in experience or equipment or
in numbers, but in the dark deeds they committed.


But the
fact was that there was nowhere for them to go but that sandbag wall
overlooking the gate. It was either that or a stay in a prison camp,
Nochtish or Ayvartan. Or worse. They
had thrown their lot in with their own comrades over comrades in the broader
sense. Without the mutual support of their dire pact they were nothing, and so,
they remained.


So thought
the radio man, until the machine gunner stomped her boot.


"Something's
happening!" She called out, holding her gun steady.


Across the
road and behind the gate, a thin white mist had begun to spread. At first it
the haze was barely noticeable, as thin as a cloud of smoke coming from the tip
of a cigarette, blowing away in a gentle wind. Within minutes it had thickened
into fog as thick as in a lowland swamp. Behind the bars there was no longer a
road or gatehouses, only smoke.


"What
do we do? What do we do?" shouted the machine gunner.


Forming a
firing line to both sides of her, the riflemen aimed for the gate. Behind them
the mortar crew scrambled to rip open the crates for their rounds, which they
had not thought to unpack and lay out for use earlier. The radio officer
thought his heart would climb out of his throat, so hard was it beating and
thrashing in his chest. He mustered the will to speak.


"I'll
call it in." He shouted back. "Calm down and don't shoot."


He lifted
the handset to his mouth and switched on broadcasting--


From the
speaker in his ear he heard a sharp, horrendous thrashing noise.


Wincing, he
put down the handset and grabbed his head in pain.


But the
noise was still there, distant, boring in his head. Was it a tinnitus?


He strained
to raise eyes toward the gate, and found a black shape moving toward them
within the smoke, tall as an elephant and just as broad.


In a split
second's glance the radio man noticed the gate had opened.


Everyone
around him was paralyzed with fear.


At the edge
of the cloud the black figure paused and shifted its weight.


There was a
great thunderous cry and a bright flash that parted smoke.


From the
edge of the street a 152mm round cut the distance to the sandbag wall in an
instant. Detonating just over the sandbag wall it sent men and sandbags
alike flying every which way. Metal sprayed in the faces of the riflemen,
blinding and killing them; the machine gunner was flung back from her gun and
died from the shock before hitting the floor again.


Surviving
the first shot with only deafness and disorientation to account for it, the
mortar crew rose from the ground and abandoned the position and their weapon,
holding their heads low while hurtling down the street.


Lying on
the ground, his stomach speared by an enormous chunk of shell casing, the radio
man watched them go. He prayed for their escape with his last breaths; but in
his final moments, he saw as a massive vehicle, with a turret like a
destroyer's mounting an absolutely enormous gun.


He did not
see the vehicle shoot again.


Instead,
seemingly a dozen men and women clinging to the tank's rear and turret opened
fire on the retreating mortar crew and picked them off before they could escape.
In his final moments the radio man witnessed the birth of a new kind of
Ayvartan warfare, and realized that nobody would know of his death, and that
Nakar had dealt first blood.


She was
throwing her iron fist right into the gut of the Lion battalion.


On the
ground, at his side, the radio was still emitting alien noise.


 


City of Rangda, 8th
Division Barracks


 


While every soldier in the Regiment was
plainly aware of the western or "front" gate into the base, fewer had
chance to see the second, northern gate in the "rear" of the base. It
was the only other gap in the brick wall that protected the old barracks.
Farther removed from the core of the base than the "front gate," it
was intended for trucks delivering goods to the depots. Like the western gate
it was composed of metal bars topped with barbed wire and spears. It exited out
onto road rather than street, and the road through it was hard and dense to
handle heavy loads. There were speed bumps and retractable barriers along the
northern gate road.


Outside the
gate, the 8th Division had constructed a roadblock. Overnight they had laid
down sandbags and towed two 45mm anti-tank guns and a machine gun, aiming
through the gate. Nearly thirty men and women manned the defenses, and in
all likelihood that number would double.


For the
operation to begin in earnest, their position had to be destroyed.


Tasked with
securing the northern gate and deploying northeast through it was 1st
Battalion "Matumaini," of which Gulab Kajari was a part. She had
slept relatively little, but was brimming with anxious energy. Tactical
officers from every platoon gathered for a briefing around the equipment
depots. There, Gulab met "Matumaini's" commander, newly-promoted
Major Marion Burundi, a black-skinned, long-limbed man with short, frizzy
hair and broad facial features. Around him was a cadre of a dozen officers from
the major platoons of his battalion, and Lt. Munira, the pleasant
brown-haired older diyam lady Gulab had seen around the base.


"Alright,
you've all heard the news," Major Burundi began. "Colonel Nakar has
confirmed that the 8th Division is preparing for an assault. It is our job to
preempt the northern prong of their attack, and to penetrate to the Lion
Battalion's probable headquarters in Rangda University. Lion Battalion radio
traffic in that area has been particularly busy, and we expect many of their
officers and undeployed units to greet us there."


Major
Burundi's aide passed around maps with marked routes, and pamphlets
with detailed orders and battalion code phrases and challenges. Chadgura,
standing at Gulab's side, received their platoon's orders. She cracked open the
pamphlet and Gulab looked over her shoulder. There was a list of people and
equipment associated with their particular mission. From her vantage Gulab
could not read all of it.


"All
units are to observe radio silence until the first objectives are secured! To
that end, your initial orders and your primary organization are printed on
those pamphlets. Once the situation becomes fluid, you may contact myself or
Lt. Munira or Purana over the radio regarding your next move."


There were
nodding heads in the crowd, including Chadgura's own.


"You've
done well in your training, and right now you have the element of surprise and
a technology advantage. March out to Rangda University and put down this
insolent Lion. Once you get past the road blocks, keep moving! Don't slow down.
Show me your fighting spirit!" Burundi said.


He raised
his fist, and in response the officers around him saluted.


"Let
us depart, Gulab." Chadgura said in a low voice.


She turned
around, reading the pamphlet as she walked.


Gulab
quietly followed. Though she had hoped that it would not come to this, she was
ready to fight. She knew Chadgura was; so she had to be too.


In the
training field, outside the visual range of the 8th Division's roadblock,
they arrived at a rallying area for their Company, the 2nd. There were a
few hundred men and women waiting there, and several small tanks. Though this
group seemed formidable out on the field, Gulab knew they would soon be
splitting through the various streets, alleys and roads toward Rangda
University. To keep the group clustered in their current fashion in Rangda's
urban confines would have been suicidal.


"I'll
gather up everyone else, you find these people, please."


Chadgura
ripped off a piece of the pamphlet and handed it to Gulab.


There was a
diagram of a tank, and a pair of names and ranks.


"Oh,
huh, we're getting an escort? That's new." Gulab said.


Chadgura
nodded. "Introduce yourself, and do what you do."


"Do
what I do?"


"Be
nice, and energetic, and try to reassure them, I suppose."


"Wait
a second; do I have command over this tanker?"


"Well.
To a point. You're a Corporal. So yes. We do. Sort of."


Chadgura
clapped her hands softly.


In an
instant Gulab turned on her heel and marched out with a smile on her face and
her chest puffed out, the word Corporal ringing in her
ears.


Rarely did
she get to speak from authority to a tanker!


Gulab
approached the line of Kobold tanks and sought the tank labeled
"Harmony" as she had been instructed to do. Company command was
giving her, Charvi, and a partial platoon detachment a very important
flanking mission. "Harmony" would be their escort. Gulab
expected a powerful Hobgoblin with a big gun. But she found the characters for
"Harmony" painted instead on a small, stocky Kobold tank instead.


The Kobold
was a light tank, perhaps intended as a substitute for the widely-hated Goblin
tank. Unlike the Goblin, the Kobold was decently quick, mechanically reliable,
and though it had the same 45mm gun, the barrel was lengthened a bit. Gulab had
been given to understand this would improve its shooting against enemy tanks,
though the capability of its high-explosive shell was unchanged. Its armor was
slanted on the front and sides and its small, welded turret was off-set left
for ease of production. It was not a very impressive tank to look at, compared
to a Hobgoblin or Ogre; nonetheless it was a tank, better armed than Gulab.


The Corporal
approached the tank with a smile and a skipping step.


Seated with
her back against the offset turret was a young woman with her head behind a
book that read "Holding Hands In The Garden of
Lillies."


She was so
enthralled by the book that she did not notice Gulab approach.


"Hey,
ms. tankie, over here," Gulab called, snapping her fingers.


On the
tank, the little pink book slid down a few millimeters.


Peering
over the book were a pair of bespectacled blue eyes.


After a few
seconds worth of blinking, the tanker set the book atop the turret and
stood up on the tank, saluting abruptly. She was a tall young woman of average
build, dressed head to toe in the green and black bodysuit befitting a
new-style Ayvartan tanker, but with a vest and belts over it, and a box at her
hip into which plugged a commander's headset.


Gulab
thought she looked a little northern; her skin was a light, rosey color, but
her features were more rounded and less grimly sharp in the Nochtish
fashion. Her short dark brown was straight and reached down below her
ears. Perched on her nose were a pair of bright spectacles.


"Private
First Class Caelia Suessen, ma'am!" She said.


She had an
interesting voice; partially deep, a little nasally.


It reminded
Gulab a lot of her own voice.


"Hujambo!"
Gulab said, casually waving her hand.


Mid-wave,
she stopped abruptly. She was being too chummy.


"Uh, I
mean; I'm Corporal Gulab Kajari! You've been assigned to follow my platoon and
shoot things that I tell you to!" Gulab quickly added.


"Yes
ma'am!" Caelia replied.


"What
was that you were reading?" Gulab then asked.


Caelia's
skin turned significantly rosier than before.


She
fidgeted a little with her hair.


"It's
a story of a love that can only be shared between two girls, ma'am."


"Okay.
Don't read it while we're out on maneuvers."


Caelia
seemed relieved to hear that; Gulab didn't understand her anxiety.


"I
would never think to do that ma'am, don't worry." She said seriously.


"What
kind of experience do you have with tanks?" Gulab asked.


Caelia put
on a proud smile and raised her fist against her chest.


"I was
part of the forces in the Kalu during the battle of Bada Aso. In my Goblin
MP/45 mod. 2029 I destroyed three Nochtish tanks." She said.


"Oh
wow! That is amazing!" Gulab said, feeling a sudden fluttering awe.


It was a
feeling she quickly stifled. She cleared her throat and tried to erect the
stony facade which she thought befitted a proud, professional, strong officer
like herself who had to set an example. Once recollected, she turned her gaze
on Caelia and the tank once more, her arms crossed.


"Very
well then, I mean. You know your way around a tank. That's good."


Gulab
turned her gaze on the tank more specifically.


"Where
is the driver?" She asked.


"Danielle
is shy." Caelia said.


From the front
of the tank a hatch opened and a hand waved.


Seconds
later the hatch closed again.


"She's
very reliable, don't worry!" Caelia added.


"I'll
take your word for it." Gulab said, blinking at the hatch. "Anyway.
We're all over there, I think," She turned around and pointed her hand in
the direction she had come from. "Please join us when the operation is
underway. I'll probably be riding on your back-- well, your tank's,
back."


Gulab
scratched her hair, feeling her words lacking a certain decisiveness.


Caelia did
not seem to mind. She nodded her head, took her courteous leave of the Corporal
and dropped down the turret of her tank. When the tank's engine started, it was
fairly quiet -- the sound of the tracks and the road wheels whining was more
audible. It backed up out of the column of tanks and made its way around the
infantry, joining Gulab's column.


When Gulab
returned to her unit, Chadgura was overseeing a group of men and women setting
down mortar tubes and adjusting the elevation.


"How
did it go?" Chadgura asked.


"The
Tanker's name is Caelia, and she's rather neat." Gulab replied.


"I
see. I'm glad you think so."


Chadgura
seemed unconcerned with hearing any more about it.


Perhaps she
really did trust Gulab a lot, after all.


Soon the
platoon was ready to crash the gate.


"Harmony"
got into position ahead of the column. Gulab and Chadgura climbed atop the back
of the tank and crouched behind the turret. There was much less space to cling
than on an Ogre, but the engine hatch was less hot and there was much less
rattling and smoke to contend with.


Chadgura withdrew
a pair of rare portable radios from her pack.


She handed
Gulab one unit, which consisted of a box about the size of a ration pack with a
connected headset. In with the rations it went, where it was at home, and the
wire for the headset Gulab threaded through a gap in her bread bag, and
threaded the antenna through a button hole that had been worn out. She donned
the headset, as did Chadgura. The Sergeant tonelessly shouted into the
microphone extending from out her ear.


"Private
Suessen, can you hear me?"


There was a
firm, clear and quick reply. "Yes ma'am!"


Ahead of
the column, two pairs of sappers moved along the shallow ditches on the side of
the road, using the road barriers and guard houses as cover and crawling on
their bellies at the end to keep out of sight of the roadblock. They
carried bags full of gas canister grenades, and once in position, and ready to
begin the operation, the sappers pulled the pins on the grenades and rolled them
down the ditch. Because they did not burst, and because the sappers were
well-trained, the smoke canisters were safe.


Smoke
steadily drifted from the grenades and spread across the gate road.


Each sapper
deployed a canister in turn, waiting until one grenade was exhausted before
rolling down another. Slowly and somewhat innocuously they built a cloud that
at first seemed a harmless morning haze, but soon fully obscured the gate.
Under the cover of the smoke, the sappers would then retract the gate and allow
the column passage through to the road.


"On my
mark, all mortars fire for effect." Chadgura said into her mic.


Behind the
column the mortar crews had been given ample time to site the immobile
roadblock ahead. Once the smoke was thick and the unit ready to move, Chadgura
raised her fist, signaling the infantry to move quickly into the cloud. Then
she called the mortar crew one final time.


"Mark."


Working in
pairs, the mortar teams began a concerted barrage, dropping shells into a trio
of tubes. One soldier handed another the shell, the second dropped it and then
ducked clear, and after a few seconds, the process was repeated. Each shell
descended the tube, where its primer met a firing pin and shot
it skyward with a thunk as it exited the
barrel.


"Caelia,
move forward slowly." Chadgura ordered.


As the
Kobold tank started to grind forth, the first shell detonations sounded across
from the gate. Flashes from the explosions were visible through the smoke, like
short-lived fireworks in the distance. There were a dozen such blasts in
quick succession. Gulab clung to the tank and squinted her eyes, trying to see
through the smokescreen. At her side men and women ran past the tank, with
submachine guns at the ready.


Several moments
went by without another flash as the barrage paused.


Gulab
experienced a rough bump as the Kobold navigated a speed trap.


Over the
tiny yellow hill and through the gate, the tank left the smoke.


Across the
street they found the enemy position in ruins. There was sand and blood and
slag spilled and scattered everywhere. Both anti-tank guns had been ripped to
pieces and set alight by their own ammunition. Though the machine gun was not
destroyed, it lay on its side and was clearly abandoned. There were at least a
dozen corpses on the ground and no one living had stuck around to become
another. The enemy was on the run.


"Their
radios will be jammed, but we must prevent stragglers from linking up with
any main units." Chadgura called out. Her droning toneless voice carried
quite the force when she shouted. "Everyone move out! We're engaging
fully in urban warfare. Watch your corners and all apertures!"


Gulab
dropped from the back of the tank. She loaded a new drum on her submachine gun,
switched it to active, and got ready. Though they had easily broken out of
the base, that was only the prerequisite to battle, she knew. Now came the
actual fight, on the 8th Division's own turf.


"We
head north, to Rangda University!" Chadgura said.


She dropped
from the tank herself, and joined Gulab on the road.


"Want
me to watch your back?" Gulab asked her, a smile on her face.


Chadgura
blinked. "I thought it was implicit."


"Sometimes
I like to hear it, you know?"


"I
see. Okay. Gulab, I would feel safer knowing I have your support."


Gulab
smiled. "I'm glad. I trust you with my back too."


"That
too, was implicit." Chadgura said, clapping softly.


"But
you like to hear it, don't you?" Gulab said.


Chadgura
averted her eyes awkwardly and started down the road.


 


 


City of Rangda, Rangda
University


 


North of the 8th Division barracks and Ocean
Road stood the campus of Rangda University, series of city blocks built on
broad, flat green linked by flat concrete roads and bearing the noble
old buildings of the academy. Red brick monuments of the old imperial city,
they had been restored after the revolution, and many retained their austere
pediments and gables, their many rows of arched windows, and their grim
facades.


On any
other Aster's Gloom the University would be bustling, even at night. There were
thousands of students, and plenty of canteens and restaurants and co-op bars
and clubs to keep them busy. However, Rangda's circumstances had
become dramatically different. Most of the inhabitants had now been
evacuated to Rangda Coliseum and Rangda International Airport; the streets were
empty save for the occasional checkpoint for the venerable 8th Ram Rifle
Division's Lion Battalion.


It was
familiar terrain, and they made use of its one major feature.


Surrounded
by the lecture halls, laboratories, dormitories and studios was Muhimu
Shamba, a large park serving the university as a place to find peace and
fresh air between lectures, to eat outdoors or sleep under the shade of a tree.
There were small patches of woodland, a little pond and grassy fields.
Dirt paths wound through the park's natural bounty. Amid the brick and glass,
it was an authentic place, an open, organic forum.


On the
52nd, however, the picnickers ate military rations and supervised the movement
of supplies to an 8th Division ammo dump in the area. The 8th Ram Rifles
considered Rangda University a key feature of the urban landscape that had to
be dominated. Control of it meant, essentially, blocking the entire northern
approach to Rangda from entry -- or exit.


And Muhimu
Shamba was a crucial position within the University blocks, a central hub
with clearance for howitzers, space for caches and rallying areas and field
hospitals, and ready access to every wing of the campus. Soon as the Lion
Battalion was assigned to the north, they made sure to put Rangda University
behind their backs as they faced the enemy.


Three main
roads formed a roughly t-shaped path through the campus proper. Where all three
met at the park, the Lion Battalion put down its roots, and from there, expanded
almost down to Ocean Road. They had a strong backbone supporting them in the
center of the University campus.


Muhimu
Shamba was the center of Lion's operations. Not far from the little
pond, the battalion command
tent had been strung up, next to a pile of ammunition crates. Reinforced
with sandbag walls, the command tent was spacious and well hidden within a
small cluster of trees. Since the reports came in of a plane flying over the
city, people had taken care not to visit the command tent too often. Instead
the tent was hailed on radio.


One of the
few men inside the command tent was Lieutenant Badir "The
Lionheart." He loomed over a map of the city on a fold-out portable table
and scratched the fuzz on his chin. In conjunction with the 4th Battalion, Lion
had been tasked with creating roadblocks and checkpoints to start boxing the
1st Regiment inside of their base. His map had them marked.


Roadblocks
flagrantly disagreed with his preferred methods.


His Lion
Battalion were warriors who faced their enemies head-on.


All of the
confusion in Rangda ill-suited him.


He looked
at his old base with disdain. Ever since he heard of the plan for the 1st
Regiment to rest and rebuild within Rangda he had been skeptical. Had not the
KVW just recently gotten done stealing Battlegroup Ox and overthrowing a
regional council? Were they not terrorizing the territorial
army with their inspections? And yet, that Nakar's victory at Bada Aso
was hailed as such a miracle that Rangda could not refuse to host them.


Nakar's victory
had been a defensive one. It was measured in its ability to harm and delay the
enemy. That, Badir thought, was no true victory.


In his
mind, anything but an offensive victory belied craven cowardice.


Combined
with his disdain for the KVW, he marked Nakar as unworthy.


There were
at least 3000 men and women and maybe a hundred tanks at the old base, and
probably around 500 trucks and similar transports. The 1st Regiment was
"motorized," something uncommon in Ayvartan infantry units owing to a
lack of available vehicles. Outwardly, Badir had scoffed at the notion;
inwardly he was jealous of the KVW's ability to procure transport and to become
Ayvarta's largest motorized force.


He had
orders to set roadblocks, so he set roadblocks. But he hungered to fight Nakar
and overcome that legendary defense that "won" Bada Aso.


For Badir,
his allegiance was to the Lion Battalion, to the mutineers of '26, to the
Mansas who supported them and won their heroes freedom. To a free Rangda, a
Rangda that enriched itself from every corner of the world.


Defeating
Col. Nakar would show the world such a Rangda was possible.


He would
get his throw of the dice sooner than expected.


Lt. Badir
took notice of the morning sun perhaps an hour after the dawn. It was at that
time that he was pulled from his strategizing by the arrival of a group of men
carrying large radios on wheeled carts. They brazenly charged into the woodland
surrounding the tent and burst suddenly in.


"You
utter baboons, I told you explicitly not to come here without calling!"
Badir shouted. He glanced sidelong with anger at his own radio personnel.


At the door
to the tent, the arriving men bowed their heads.


"Apologies,
lieutenant, but the radios at our university checkpoints are having audio
issues sir. We were hoping the signals chief could check them. Every frequency
we've been tracking has turned to noise."


One man
stood forward, holding a radio box in his hand.


Lt. Badir
nodded his head toward one of his radio officers. She stood from the radio
table at the back of the tent and took the radio from the man offering. They
set the radio down, plugged it into power, and checked each frequency. She
looked up from the ground at Lt. Badir with a glum nod.


"Crack
it open, see what you can do." Lt. Badir ordered.


From her jacket
the woman withdrew a small toolkit. She opened the green metal enclosure around
the radio's guts and checked the vacuum tubes, the cabling, the
headset plug. She did not remove or substitute any parts, or even poke at them
for too long. It appeared the radio was fine.


Lt. Badir
felt a shot of electricity down his spine and into his stomach.


He looked
down at her and she up at him. They both had the same
idea.


"Signals
warfare. Our radios are fine; they're being jammed." She said.


Badir ran
back to the table with the map of Rangda.


"Send
troops out to the roadblocks immediately! Keep trying to contact the
other units and if you can get through, tell them to attack!" He said.


Lt. Badir
withdrew his scimitar from the side of the table and clipped it to his belt. He
rolled up the map of Rangda and stuffed it in his bag, and started out the
door. All around him, the men and women of the HQ staff stared in bewilderment.
He was nearly out the door when he noticed.


"What
are you waiting for?" He shouted at them. "We're under attack!"


All of them
seemed to lack his enthusiasm toward bloodshed.


But whether
they knew it or not, the elite Lion battalion was at war again.


As they
watched the lieutenant charge out with a sword and a map, they wondered what
era of warfare he ran to, and whether they could follow.


 


City of Rangda, Streets
of North Rangda


 


The Lion battalion's second roadblock did not
surrender so easily.


Situated at
an intersection between northern and eastern roads, the 8th Division had dug
into every corner. Machine guns behind sandbags laid down withering
fire the instant the first boots of 1st Regiment troops turned the corner from
the garrison roads several hundred meters away. Remembering their training
"Matumaini's" troops dropped into cover behind hardened mail banks,
inside nearby buildings and in the alleys.


Gulab saw a
thick line of tracers go flying across the road ahead of her, just
seconds after the first squadron charged around the corner. She and
Chadgura both held up their fists to stop the column, and she sidled along the
wall of a corner building and peered around. Spotting the enemy position at the
end of the road she relayed everything she saw to Chadgura. Two machine guns on
the ground behind a U-shaped sandbag wall, chest-high, behind which at least
fifteen people also huddled.


She
also spotted many of her own troops safe in
scattered positions on both sides of the northern road, pinned down by the
enemy. Most of the enemy presence seemed to be situated on the perpendicular
eastern road. From there their Khroda machine guns laid fire down the north
road.


"Any
anti-tank?" Chadgura asked.


Gulab
peered around the corner but quickly ducked back several steps.


She heard
guns go off. Red tracers dealt heavy blows to the corner wall.


Chipped
brick and dust sprayed over the street corner.


Momentarily
disoriented, Gulab stumbled toward Chadgura.


Chadgura
blinked hard. She reached out a hand. "Are you alright?"


There was
dust in her eyes, but Gulab's vision returned blessedly quick.


"Yeah
I'm good." She replied, dusting off her field jacket. "I didn't
see any anti-tank guns. They could have BKVs stocked somewhere
though."


"The
Kobold can take those at this distance. Suessen, forward."


"Yes
ma'am!" Caelia replied.


Chadgura
really was something else; Gulab was starting to shake from the interminable
sound of gunfire coming down for them. She was not afraid, but she was tense
and anxious. It was a natural response to battle, to stir with adrenaline.
Chadgura on the other hand seemed perfectly still.


In battle
Gulab's very identity seemed to wax and wane, to waver between one world and
another, one person and another. Chadgura was as stone.


Even having
fought with her all of this time, and knowing that deep down inside she was a
person with a mushy heart and a mushy head, it still seemed amazing how much
Chadgura found her element in combat.


Gulab was
proud of her own accomplishments, but she had a lot of tempering to do for her
own emotions to survive combat unscathed.


Ahead of
the column, "Harmony" advanced out of the corner and turned onto the
street. Gunfire bounced off its side armor and then its front glacis as it
reoriented itself to face the enemy defenses. Its cannon elevated a few degrees
and fired. Gulab heard the report and saw the gun flash, but from her
vantage could not see around the corner for the shell effect.


She heard
the shell burst and then a pause in the machine gun fire.


"Move
out, now!" Chadgura shouted.


Gulab
raised her Rasha submachine
gun and ran out into the street.


Half-turning,
she fired a few volleys at the sandbags.


A thin
cloud of smoke settled over the enemy defenses. Though the blast had not
destroyed the wall it had smashed sand out of several bags and peeled off many
others. Disoriented or scared of the shells, the machine gunners momentarily
ducked behind their gun shields and ceased fire.


Gulab aimed
for the guns and put down covering fire.


Several men
and women ran out and joined her, shooting quick automatic bursts at the enemy
defenders, while behind them the platoon's riflemen and women ran up into
positions of cover. They kicked down doors and smashed windows and dove into
alleys and behind metal garbage cans.


Chadgura
charged out last and hid behind a tree planted near the bottom of the street,
close to Caelia's tank. She whistled on the microphone.


Hearing the
noise in her headset, Gulab peeled off her targets and rushed forward, ducking
behind Caelia's track. Two women submachine gunners charged behind and joined
her in cover. Thus they completed the first bound of their attack; the platoon
as a whole now occupied the bottom of the northern street and was in direct
contact with the enemy.


"Good
work, just like we practiced. Keep it up." Chadgura said.


From their
new positions, riflemen and women stood and put shots down on the sandbag wall
from afar. Where they found an opportunity, they left cover and hurried
forward. There was constant gradual movement as some soldiers fired and
others moved under the fire. This was their bounding.


"Suessen,
ammunition check." Chadgura ordered.


"I've
got 40 shells left, commander; 15 HE, 10 smokes, 15 AP." Caelia
called out. "I've got plenty of machine gun though. Awaiting orders."


"Conserve
your shells, but consider the MG weapons free." Chadgura said.
"Advance steadily along with the troops, Private. Support their
bounds."


"Yes
ma'am."


Gulab heard
the conversation on the radio, and peered around the tank.


Soon as she
got the order, Caelia turned the coaxial 7.62mm machine gun on the enemy's
position and opened fire. Dozens of bright red tracers flew against the
sandbags and ricocheted off the gun shields on the enemy's machine guns. In
turn enemy machine guns continued to fire on the Kobold to little avail. As it
fired the Kobold trundled forward, and Gulab and her comrades moved with it,
huddling on the edge of the tracks.


From
positions of cover, their fellow rifles joined each volley of gunfire.


Almost all
of their rounds were hitting sandbags, and what did not strike sand simply flew
off into the distance harmlessly, but the enemy was now pinned down.
"Matumaini" had stolen the offensive initiative. They had the
advantage of numbers and cover now. As "Harmony" passed friendly
positions, riflemen and women used it as cover and moved themselves, bounding a
dozen meters forward. Building to building, alley to alley, they began to close
the gap with the enemy and encroach on the eastern road.


With the
tank at their side, the pace of the advance almost doubled.


"Fire
a second HE shell." Chadgura ordered from behind the tree.


"Yes
ma'am!"


Gulab,
following "Harmony," braced herself as the cannon turned.


Her whole
body shook from the transferred energy as the gun fired.


Fired a
hundred meters closer than the previous, this HE shell collided with the
sandbags directly and detonated, collapsing a portion of the wall. One machine
gun was knocked off its tripod legs, and Gulab could see the gunner fall
backward and be pulled out of the open and back to cover.


Because of
the size of the 45mm gun on the Kobold the effect was not entirely devastating
to the sandbag wall, and only the rightmost portion struck was affected; but it
was still a tank shot. There were fragments flying and smoke in the air, and
the detonation disoriented the enemy.


Once more
the platoon started moving as the enemy was suppressed.


Gulab stood
up from behind the tank and aimed just over the wall ahead.


At her side
a squadron of rifles charged up the street toward an alley.


Emboldened,
the women at Gulab's side rose to join them in their charge.


Gulab urged
them forward and opened fire on the sandbags to cover them.


Her
submachine gun's puttering received a loud, churning reply.


For a
second Gulab expected red tracers ahead; then she saw green, above.


Automatic
gunfire came down like a hailstorm from a window overlooking the
intersection. It swept over the tank and struck the squadron just about to
cross along the side of the road. Right in front of Gulab the blood burst from
a half-dozen men and women as the bullets plunged through heads and necks, into
arms, through chests. Bodies crumpled almost all at once, falling to the ground
dead in a slow, ungainly and macabre fashion.


Like the
slash of a green saber, the machine gun fire had taken them.


All of the
women who left her side, the women she cheered on--


Gulab
ducked abruptly behind the Kobold, fighting back tears and shock.


She shouted
as loud as she could.


"Norgler!"


Soon as she
did the column heard the distinctive sawing noise come from a second direction.
Joining the first spray of green tracers, a second burst of gunfire bore down
on targets opposite the first. The crisscrossing trails of tracers became an
all-consuming spread. Thousands of rounds it seemed struck the road and
the streets, rained down on the alleys and smashed the storefronts, covering
every area where a comrade had tried to hide.


At once the
momentum slowed to a halt. Everyone hunkered down in the last piece of cover
they made it to, forced still by the infernal noise and the raining lead. Any
hint of flesh in the open drew gunfire in an instant.


Caelia
spoke up on the line. "Ma'am, I'm firing HE on
the window!"


Elevating
the cannon as far as it could rise, Caelia loosed a shell on the second floor
window. Gulab watched from behind the tank as the shell smashed into the brick
beside the window and punched a hole half a meter deep
into the building, and shattered the top glass from the force and fragments.
However it seemed to have little effect on the firing position.


In
retaliation, the Norglers paused and a singular booming report
sounded.


There was a
brief stirring at Gulab's side; a heavy tracer struck the tank.


"AT
rifle, 250 meters! No penetration but I can't guarantee I'll survive any more
hits of that magnitude, ma'am!"  Caelia shouted over the radio.


"Don't
worry, I got it!"


Gulab rose
to her knees behind the tank, resting her submachine gun atop the hull. She
found the gunner braced over the sandbag wall. Firing around the empty space
next to the offset turret, Gulab unleashed a quick burst of pistol rounds at
the sandbag wall. She clipped the neck of the BKV gunner as they attempted to
withdraw their heavy weapon, and watched them fall with their long, unwieldy
gun in tow and disappear from sight.


Moments
later, the Norgler gunner was back at the window.


"Thank
you for the save ma'am! Firing HE again!"


Caelia put
another round on the window -- this time, just short of it.


Again the
shell detonated against the brick and left a large dent.


It was not
enough to give the gunner pause.


Norgler
fire resumed undaunted over the intersection approach.


"Private
Suessen, can't you stop them?" Gulab shouted.


"Ma'am
it's hard to aim when my optics are being shot at every second!"


Gulab grit
her teeth, ducked down and put her back to the tank.


She sought
out Chadgura.


She saw the
tree, but no sign of her.


Then she
heard the frightening sawing noise and winced.


Long bursts
of gunfire converged on the tree.


Branches
and leaves and bark came down in a cloud as the thick old tree absorbed the
punishment. Starting from the tree the gunfire blew over a nearby mailbox and
tore it to pieces, before crossing the street and hitting a storefront. From
behind the mailbox a body fell out, bloody and broken.


"Charvi!
Please respond!" Gulab cried out.


Behind her
the norglers quickly
retrained their aim and resumed fire.


Gulab
felt hot metal fragments sting the back of her neck.


She ducked
almost chin to ground.


"Charvi!
Please!" She shouted desperately.


"It's
hard to talk over all this noise!" Chadgura replied.


Gulab looked
back at the tree and saw a grenade go flying out of it.


On the side
of the road the grenade burst into a thickening smoke cloud that obscured
the area around the tree and mailbox and a nearby building.


"I'll
be fine Gulab, but you need to snuff those guns!" Chadgura said.


"I
almost got it! We just need to draw them out!" Caelia said.


Without
thinking, Gulab swallowed hard and took off running.


Caelia
called out to her. "Wait I didn't mean--"


"Gulab,
no, stop!" Charvi shouted.


Gulab
darted out of cover and ran up the street.


Almost
immediately the Norgler was on her. She briefly saw one of the offending
windows, on the leftmost building overlooking the intersection. A dark figure
loomed behind the triangular shape formed by the norgler's bipod, with the muzzle
cone at the top. Smoke drifted from the window.


As she ran
Gulab saw red in the window and she felt the air suck out from her lungs
and her blood chill. Her eyes were locked to the window and her steps toward a
nearby alley were long and slow and half-frozen in time. It felt like she was
already dead and she was merely awaiting confirmation.


Seconds
passed, long, agonizing seconds, a thousand heartbeats per.


Behind the
gun, the shadowy figure started to move desperately.


She was
seeing something red in the window, but it was not a gun flash.


It was an
overheated barrel, bright red and smoking, useless.


Caelia
hailed her quickly on the radio.


"You've
done enough! Seek cover Corporal Kajari! I'm firing HE!"


The
Kobold loosed a third high-explosive shell on the window.


This one
seemed as if it would also hit brick or the windowsill.


There was
no direct, blunt strike.


Instead the
shell exploded mere centimeters in front of the window.


A cloud of
smoke and a brief flash of flames obscured the thousands of fragments belched
through the window and into the gunner, pulverizing the Norgler and chopping
the figures in the room behind it to pieces. Cracks and sparks and fires
started as the fragments penetrated the room and ricocheted across
its surfaces, setting a few flammables alight.


"I
altered the fuse to airburst it." Caelia said. "One gunner
down."


Watching
the blast play out in mid-run, Gulab realized that the left-most Norgler was
angled on the right street, her street. She glanced at the sandbag wall and
found everyone there hunkered down. Nobody was covering the blind spot of the
the right-most Norgler gunner anymore.


Gulab felt
herself return to time, to a life among the living. She drew in a deep breath
and continued her charge, bypassing the alley and hugging the buildings as she
ran. Two hundred meters, two-hundred and fifty, one-hundred; in moments she was
bearing down on the sandbag wall.


Behind the defender's wall an officer rose with a pistol.


He was too
late.


With a
quick pull of the trigger Gulab gunned him down with her Rasha.


Still
running, she put down her gun, holding it with her trigger hand only, and
reached into her satchel to draw her two hand grenades. She pulled the
pins in quick succession with her teeth, threw them haphazardly behind the
sandbag wall as she ran past it toward the buildings.


Several
explosions went off at her back. She did not look.


Some of
those must have been Caelia's shells; or cooked off ammunition.


She thought
she heard and felt the movement of her column in support behind her, but she
was too focused on her own mission, on the window.


Machine gun
fire sounded overhead, but she was too close now for the upper
floor window to target her. Crossing the intersection, she burst into
the offending building and opened fire up the stairs. Several men fell in
mid-dash and she stomped over their bodies as she cleared the first floor.


She
scarcely had time to examine her surroundings. She was in some kind of small
inn. On the first floor there had been a desk, nobody behind it; she ran to the
second, off the stairway landing, and charged to the only half-open door in the
seemingly empty building, at the end of a hall.


Slamming
through the doorway, she found the Norgler gunner, framed in the light of
the window. She expected to see a Nochtish man, but instead found a young
woman, brown-skinned, black-haired, with a frizzy ponytail. She stepped back
from the Norgler and raised her hands.


Gulab
charged her and clubbed her over the head with the Rasha.


She dropped
to the ground with a heavy, bloody bruise on her forehead.


Ducking
near the window, Gulab pulled a flare from her pouches.


She raised
it to the window, careful not to present a target for panicky rifles to shoot,
and waved the flare to signal she had taken out the gunner.


"We're
moving! Watch your back!" Chadgura shouted through the radio.


Gulab
nodded to herself, put her back to the window and aimed at the door to the
room. She saw nobody come challenge her. Perhaps then the only occupants
of the building were the three-man Norgler crew. She had been thinking so fast
she had scarcely considered the possibility she was running past enemies who
could capture her. Her whole body started to come down from its adrenaline
high. Her breath was ragged, her legs raw.


She looked
at the body of the gunner with regret. She hit her too hard; she was
surrendering, she could have been tied up or held hostage or just, left alone
in defeat. Gulab wiped sweat off her own brow. She had been too aggressive--
she did not like it. She did not like fighting her own people.


Nocht had
brought upon these reactions on themselves. It confused her why an Ayvartan was
sitting behind this Norgler, killing her platoon.


What had
she been promised? What world did she envision after this?


Gulab
fought because she could not exist as a woman in any world but the Socialist
Dominances of Solstice. She was from the Kucha; she had seen a world that meant
for her to be a man and she hated it. She knew Nocht would bring that world and
spread it across the corners of Ayvarta with glee. Nocht didn't have people
like Charvi; like Adesh and the kids.


What world
did this woman want? How could fighting Gulab help her?


What kind
of person did she see when Gulab attacked her?


"Are
you alright, Gulab?" Chadgura called on the radio.


"I'm
exhausted." Gulab replied.


"That's
unlike you. I will be there shortly."


Gulab
sighed a little. She felt suddenly uncomfortable in her own skin.


"Charvi,
when you look at me, do you--"


Her words were
drowned out by a detonation nearby.


"Hold
that thought and take cover!"


Out in the
hallway the roof burst open.


For a split
second Gulab saw the shell crashing through the wood.


She thought
it would explode then -- that it would reduce her to ash in this state of
confusion that she was in, before she could fulfill any of her goals, before
she could truly find a self that made her comfortable.


It crashed
through the floor, and detonated below.


Smoke and
fire rose up into the hallway and blew in front of her.


She felt
the heat, flashing in her face, and it stung for an instant.


She was not
burned. It passed quickly.


Outside she
heard several explosions in quick succession.


Then, a
lull. Gulab stood and looked out the window.


In a nearby
alley, Caelia's "Harmony" tank had survived the barrage. There were
pits in the ground all over the intersection, but many of her comrades exited
the buildings and alleys and walked out from behind bus stop benches and mail
banks and other pieces of cover, alive, unscathed.


Chadgura
walked out into the middle of the intersection.


She raised
her hand.


"The Lion
Battalion's figured out that we're attacking! Those shots came from Rangda
University." Chadgura shouted. "But they're still jammed and if we
blockade them they can't contact the Council. Keep fighting! We can defeat the
enemy! We are not alone and we have a plan! Fight on!"


Keep
fighting. Fight
on.


Gulab could
stop and surrender to her fate and surrender to her body and surrender to how
people might see her; but then nothing would change.


She snatched
the Norgler from the window, threw a few belts of ammunition over her shoulder,
and charged downstairs. She looked skyward as she exited the building, and saw
no more shells flying or falling. Around the intersection everyone was
regrouping.


"Corporal!"


Chadgura
called out to her.


Gulab
approached, smiling a little, norgler in tow.


Stiffly,
Chadgura threw her arms around her in an awkward embrace.


"Never
do that again." She mumbled.


Gulab could
not see her face over her shoulder but she imagined it was the same
inexpressive glum half-frown she always wore, and giggled. She dropped the
norgler and wrapped her own arms warmly around Charvi.


"Yeah,
sure."





 




 


 


























53. The Battle of Rangda I


 


52nd of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


 


Tambwe Dominance, City of Rangda --
8th Division Barracks


 


After the Colonel's speech on the
loudspeakers it was clear that the 1st Motor Rifles Regiment was going to
battle, and it was clear against whom it was. What was not immediately clear
was how they would go about the endeavor; there had never been, in all of their
training in Rangda, any focus on strategy. It had all been about real time
tactics.


Tactical
units and officers thus stood in quiet contemplation, waiting for the Majors.


Once the
speech concluded, the Colonel summoned her battalion commanders for an
emergency meeting. It was the first time they would see the Colonel since the
current events. They convened in an unusual location: a curtained-off
corner of the base infirmary, around Madiha Nakar's bed. She sat against several pillows stacked in front of the raised
backrest of her bed, the lower half of her body covered in a medical
blanket. On her lap, a small, heavily bandaged pet drake lay, curled up and
asleep, purring softly.


Before her,
the recently promoted Majors arrived together. Marion Burundi stood in the
middle like an obsidian pillar, dark, strong, with his face lit by a bemused
grin. He positioned himself front and center. At his sides were Shayma El-Amin,
a sharp-featured woman maybe a
year Madiha's junior with
short cropped hair under her peaked cap and sandy skin; and Nizar Jakan, a
lanky, blunt-faced man with a sleepy expression.


"Ma'am,
it is good to see you back. Consider me fully at your disposal." Burundi
said first.


"All tank
crews are at full combat readiness, Colonel. Just say the word." El-Amin
added.


Jakan
contributed nothing to the greetings. He seemed almost to want to hide in the
back.


Despite her
many visibly bandaged wounds, the Colonel had a fire in her eyes and spoke with
a candor unhindered by exhaustion or medication. At her side, Chief Warrant
Officer Parinita Maharani had pinned a map of the city on a board. Already
there were several different markings on it. Neater ones could be attributed to
C.W.O Maharani's careful writing, while the more chaotic lines and scribblings
in black were likely the Colonel's.


"I am
pleased with how you have handled yourselves in my absence. It was prescient to
put the base on high alert and to build up combat readiness. You have vindicated
my faith in your abilities a hundredfold. But the real battle begins now."
Colonel Nakar said.


Clearly her
will to fight had not been diminished by her experiences. Nobody in the room
knew what thoughts were swirling in the Colonel's head, but all of them knew,
quite clearly now, that her health was deteriorated. Some among them could
ignore it or brush it aside, especially hearing her speak with such force.
But one among them had concerns.


"Colonel,
if it's not much to ask, I'd like to inquire as to your condition."
Burundi said.


El-Amin
glared sharply at him. Jakan again made no move. Across from them,
Parinita averted her eyes from the group. Burundi was friendly, outgoing --
perhaps too much. Whether he was being comradely or intrusive didn't matter to the room. It was just taboo.


His inquiry
did not appear to offend the Colonel, however, and she responded neutrally.


"To
call what I suffered the past night anything but torture would be
putting it too lightly. I do not wish to say any more than that, Major.
Despite the torment I went through, I acquired useful information. With your
aid, I am ready to exploit it." She calmly said.


"Very
well. I am glad you've got eyes
forward, Colonel." Burundi said with a soft smile.


El-Amin spoke
so quickly and with such a strong voice she almost cut off Burundi.


"Colonel,
my forces stand ready to shove aside the Federation sympathizers." She
said. "Merely say the word, and the cannons of the 3rd Tank Battalion
will crush them!"


Where
Burundi was easygoing, El-Amin was serious and intense. She had proven herself
in the forest fighting of the Kalu, where she whipped into shape meager
Goblin-armed tank companies into vicious and brave ambush groups that
devastated the vaunted Panzer forces of the Federation. Her spirit and focus
were unmatched among their peers, and she had a particular single-minded
loyalty to the Colonel that was visible and indisputable.


Madiha
smiled at her and treated her like a friend.


"Your
zeal is always appreciated, Shayma." She said.


El-Amin's
cheeks turned a touch redder but her stony expression was unchanged.


The Colonel
then turned her eyes toward her even more faithful, ever-present aide.


"Parinita,
explain the situation on the board."


"Yes
ma'am!" Parinita said. She turned to everyone else. "As you well
know, we're going to launch offensive operations against the 8th Ram Rifle
Division. Our goal is no less than the complete destruction of the division,
and the capitulation of Rangda's government."


Burundi's
eyes drew wide. El-Amin grinned with delight. Jakan nodded off a little.


"Complete
destruction sounds like a bit much with our numbers." Burundi said.


"Well
I've crunched the numbers, and the disparity is not as great as you may
believe." Parinita said sharply. "Please allow me to explain, and
have faith in the Colonel."


Burundi
frowned and shrugged but maintained his calm.


The Chief
Warrant Officer picked up the corkboard map from the wall and set it on a
tripod easel that was closer to the bed. Producing a telescopic pointer from
her jacket, Parinita pointed at three separate locations marked with blue
circles -- Rangda University in the north, Ocean Road in the center, and Forest
Park in the eastern city limits.


"Elements
of the 8th Division in the city of Rangda number an estimated four to six
thousand personnel, with the remaining quantities of their men and matériel
expected to arrive between today and tomorrow. There are three key areas for
the 8th Division in the city. Their strongest forces, the Lion Battalion, are
located in Rangda University, and would likely make up the vanguard of any
encirclement assault on our positions. Forest Park is a necessary entry point
into the city for arriving forces, and Ocean Road is a necessary transportation
route that bisects the city and connects all points."


Parinita
spoke clearly and concisely, with a warm, excitable smile on her face she
pointed to the three locations and to three chits stationed in their base on
the map. She stretched her arm and took one from the corkboard and stuck it on
Forest Park, a second on Ocean Road and a third on Rangda University. Once she
had the chits in their proper places, she addressed the room again as a whole,
with her pointer swiping at the chits in turns.


"These
will be our initial objectives. Our attacks will benefit from surprise, but not
for long. And because of our current resources, we can only black out the
communications of the Lion Battalion and the Council. So the rest of the 8th
Division in Ocean Road and Forest Park will be able to talk with each other,
but not with them. One greater advantage that we enjoy is numerical parity --
you might be skeptical, but our ability to concentrate our forces means we will
outnumber the 8th Division in critical areas at the start of the battle. They
have to defend all of Rangda; we're hitting three specific
locations."


Having
taken her part in the briefing, Parinita ceded the floor to the Colonel with a
smile.


Madiha took
up the deliberations from there. "Jakan, 2nd Battalion will attack Forest
Park, avoiding Ocean Road and carving a pathway through the urban center. This
will be a diversionary attack disguised as our main thrust. You will
attack ahead of all other units and at first without additional support,
drawing in 8th Division units from other positions. The 8th Division knows that
they require the rest of their forces to decisively defeat us, and that those
forces are slowly arriving. By securing Forest Park, we have a stronghold from
which we can fight their arriving units piecemeal at Rangda's city limits,
negating the advantage of their numbers. They will place a lot of importance in
sealing up the city limits, so you should expect heavy resistance. Your goal is
to tie them up."


Jakan
nodded his head silently. Shayma and Burundi glanced sidelong at him and
sighed.


"El-Amin."
Madiha continued, setting her gaze on the tank battalion commander. "Once
the attack in the center is underway and we know the enemy is recommitting
their forces to defend or to take back Forest Park, your 3rd Battalion will
form the right wing of our attack by moving on Ocean Road. Yours will be our
most decisive thrust. I want you to hit the enemy with excessive force. Your goal will be to cut the
8th Division off from Council and to divide it into two pockets of resistance,
stuck on either side of Ocean Road."


"They'll
scream under the weight of our tracks, Commander." El-Amin said. She had a
wide, vicious beaming expression as she spoke. She must have been delighted to
have had the Colonel's trust and attention and to be tasked with delivering
a decisive thrust.


Madiha then
turned to Burundi, who saluted amicably in response, awaiting his orders.


"Burundi,
your attack starts after Jakan's breakout to the east. You will break through
to the Lion Battalion's stronghold in Rangda University and destroy it,
preventing Lion from relieving Forest Park's defenders. Lion is the only force
available that could potentially disrupt Jakan's takeover of the Park. They
threaten his flank all throughout the urban center, and they are
loyal veterans of the 2026 mutiny. Right now they are likely the unit in
Rangda with the best equipment and largest numbers. You must break them."


"I
like the sound of that." Burundi replied. "Matumaini is
on it, Commander."


Of all the
newly-promoted personnel, Burundi was the least officer-like of the bunch. He
had started the war a platoon sergeant on the border with Cissea, and exhibited
great leadership qualities throughout the retreat. He practically acted as a
Captain when several went AWOL during the organization phase of the battle of
Bada Aso. After great personal bravery during the Matumaini defense, his
battalion was granted the street as a moniker.


"Once
Lion is routed, Ocean Road is ours, and Forest Park is held, we will decapitate
the government by launching an attack on Council, and force the 8th to stand
down."


Parinita
crouched by the corkboard and withdrew a pen, drawing lines connecting the
circles and chits and various numbers and other markings on the map. As Madiha
spoke, she drew. All of them swept east and north toward the exterior of the
city, and then finally slammed back onto Council. Whether with overwhelming
force or as a final desperate measure it remained to be seen. Judging by the
excitable look on Col. Nakar's face as she explained her plan, she seemed
confident in what the outcome could be.


Once the
drawing was done, the Chief Warrant Officer stood at the Colonel's side with a
confident smile that mimicked the Commander's own, holding a clipboard to her
chest.


"Any questions?" Parinita
asked warmly.


At this,
Jakan raised his hand stiffly into the air.


"Go
ahead." Madiha said.


Jakan
cleared his throat roughly.


"Ma'am,
may I humbly suggest that the Light Self-Propelled Gun Battalion and the
Motorcycle Recon Company launch an attack between mine and Burundi's thrusts?
They can support a small push against displaced elements from both areas, while
being available for artillery support for both of us. I would find that
comforting." He said.


His voice
was nasally, froggish, and a little grim, but he made perfect sense.


Madiha
smiled and nodded her head. "An excellent suggestion. I will consider
it."


Jakan bowed
his head.


Unlike
Shayma and Burundi, Jakan had already been a commissioned officer for a time.


He was the
kind of officer who outlasted demilitarization, and he was one of the very few
Captains of Battlegroup Ox who did not disappear when the going got tough. His
forces held the Umaiha river with great bravery until
the weather swept most of them away. His new battalion was named Umaiha in commemoration of their sacrifice.
Though he was a bit of an eccentric, he had Madiha's trust. And
she had entrusted him the toughest task.


"Thank
you, Commander. I will diligently seek the objective." He said.


El-Amin
gave him a look of begrudging respect. Burundi laughed.


Thus the
strategy was set forth, and the seed for the battles to come planted.


"I
can't move from here right now, but I will keep an eye on your progress."
Madiha said.


One by one,
the battalion commanders bowed in respect, and left the infirmary.


"With
that kind of plan, they can definitely win." Parinita said, almost as if
to herself.


Madiha
merely grinned, and settled back against the bed to rest.


 


City of Rangda, Streets
of North Rangda


 


"Sandbags ahead, Corporal!"


Corporal
Kajari quickly responded. "I see 'em, I don't need a glass to see that
close!"


Chuckling,
Caelia Suessen switched from her periscope to the sighting equipment on the
45mm gun in front of her. She appreciated a little humorous color from her officers.


From within
the tight interior of the Kobold light tank, she had a restricted view of the
battlefield ahead of her. She could see enough to fulfill her role in the
battle, however. Fighting their way through the houses and buildings that made
up Rangda's northern urbanization, Caelia's
platoon had almost fought their way to University Avenue, the main road
through the campus. Only two landmarks remained that stood in their way.


First was
the roadblock coming into view; second was the building it blocked off.


At the end
of a long street, the enemy strongpoint stood before a block of tenements
connecting to University avenue. Soon as they came
into view of the strongpoint, the machine guns behind the opposing sandbag
walls opened fire, their rounds bouncing off Harmony's frontal armor as the
tank advanced ahead of the column. There were several Khroda machine
guns and riflemen, but from what Caelia could see, no anti-tank weaponry. She
breathed a sigh of relief -- her soul had nearly departed her body when that
BKV almost shot them. Against an ordinary Khroda she had far less to fear.


Her
comrades were not so lucky. Running along both sides of the street and on the
road around Harmony, they avoided the gunfire by sticking to the tank, or by
sticking to any surface that could take a bullet. As the tank advanced, the
squadrons making up the column sought any opportunity to move with it, hiding
behind street-planted trees, garbage cans, mail banks, and ducking within
storefronts, moving window to window between adjacent buildings as much as they
could to seek respite from the gunfire.


"Private,
get ready to shoot!"


Corporal
Kajari called over the radio, from her position behind the engine block.


Caelia sat
back from the gun sight and took in a breath.


Inside the
turret, Caelia heard every impact like a series of sharp taps on the armor from
an errant finger. When the machine guns were at their most fervent she could
almost not hear herself think over the noise. Hundreds of bullets crashed into
her armor in a long, breathless cacophony. It made it hard to focus. There was
no worse noise than that of battle. Even the most amateur musician could not
butcher sound like a gun could.


She could
feel her skin shiver under her suit with every deflected burst.


"Load
High Explosive and fire on the machine guns, Private!"


Over the
intercom Caelia heard and heeded the voice of Sergeant Chadgura.


Along her
left side was a line of shells for the tank gun, partially depleted from
previous battles. Caelia seized a high explosive shell in one hand -- 45mm
ammunition was small and light enough to be easily handled -- and loaded it
into her breech. Cocking open the breech and closing it was as simple as the
turn of a lever. Aiming was much the same. One circular wheel lever
controlled elevation, and a turn-lever rotated the turret for traverse.


Turning
both while staring down the sights, Caelia put the machine guns squarely within
her cross-hairs. Bullets spat from the weapons as she sighted them, angry red
lines traveling across her field of vision and crashing, unseen, repeatedly
against her tank. Unless a burst of gunfire caught the front hatch while
it was open, Harmony was safe; her allies were not. She settled for an expedient shot to silence the
gun and slammed her foot.


Her
electric trigger was a pedal at her feet, to conserve instrument panel space.


One good
slam of the pedal and the gun ejected its killing blow.


At once,
there was a sharp report inside the turret and one sharper outside.


She watched
through the gun sight as a portion of sandbag wall disappeared into smoke.


From the
side of the cloud, a pair of enemy soldiers ran out, abandoning their posts,
visibly wounded from the shell fragmentation. One machine gun was silenced. In
its absence, red tracers came flying from behind Caelia and struck
the remainder of the enemy sandbag line. Without that machine gun to cover
the approach, her allies now had good spots from which they could
safely retaliate, and they rejoined the fight in earnest.


Having
delivered a decisive blow, Caelia switched hands from the 45mm tank gun's
instruments to the coaxial Danava machine gun at its side. It was nearly
impossible to aim accurately, fixed into a limited traverse beside the main gun,
but she could point at the sandbags and join her attacking comrades, launching
careful bursts of 7.62mm fire.


Soon as she
pulled the trigger she felt the gun kicking around on its ball mount.


Press,
depress, thock thock thock. It sounded
like a toy compared to a Norgler.


She looked
through her sight as she turned automatic fire on the enemy.


She found
her tracers becoming lost in the flurry of gunfire that was saturating the
target.


Everyone
around her was moving up, and shooting, emboldened by Caelia's attack.


"Danielle,
keep her steady!" Caelia ordered, over the tank's intercom. "And mind
your sides, we have comrades mobile. We don't want any road dosas on our conscience!"


"Yes
ma'am! But to be honest, they should be minding me! I can't see them well!"


Danielle's
voice was a pleasantly middling pitch in her ears, a little deep, a little
affected.


"Now,
now! They're trying their best!" Caelia laughed. Her own voice was
similar.


Neither of
them had an uncomplicated feminine voice, but they loved their sound.


Both of
them had been around many small tanks together over the year.


But the
Kobold was their favorite; both of them agreed.


The Kobold
was a small tank with a crew of two. Surrounded by the turret ring and gun
mechanism, Caelia could still, if she ducked low or craned her head down, she
could see the back of Danielle's head of short, curly black hair below her, and
her square shoulders, dressed green in her tanker's bodysuit. Sometimes
she would turn her head over her shoulder and their eyes would pleasantly meet,
blue on one end and black on the other, both behind spectacles perched on their
noses, one pearl-pink, one light bronze.


Caelia
looked down from her equipment, and their eyes briefly met on that Rangdan
road.


"Eyes forward,
commander! This is serious!" Danielle grinned.


"I'm
always serious, Private Santos!" Caelia said in a mock stern voice.


She
returned to her gun sight briefly, let go of her machine gun and looked down
again.


"Danielle,
shift to a minimal gear, we've got friendlies forward!" She ordered.


"I see
them!" Danielle replied, pulling back momentarily from her periscope.


Caelia
lifted her head up to her own periscope again.


Perhaps
inspired by Corporal Kajari's brave (but foolhardy) tactics in the last roadblock,
several submachine gunners charged along the road and then ran ahead of the
tank, and quickly made it past the traverse angle of the remaining Khroda's
gunfire. Once past that point they brazenly engaged the roadblock.
Hundreds of pistol caliber tracer rounds peppered the roadblock as the
gunners pulled their triggers down with a fury.


Under such
gunfire enemy Khroda gunners could not pull up their bipods and readjust.
Suppressed behind the sandbags, their guns silenced, and a dozen more fighters
soon joining that brave first squadron out in front, the roadblock defenders
could do nothing but tie handkerchiefs to the barrels of their rifles and wave
the white flag that way.


Harmony
ground to a halt in front of a picket line of submachine gunners slowly
advancing on the roadblock. There was a moment of tension as they approached,
and as the defenders stood from their positions with their hands up. But there
was no trick. One by one the surrendering enemy threw their weapons into the
open, disabled their machine guns and gave themselves up to the custody of the
1st Motor Rifles Regiment.


This too,
happened almost casually and without much incident.


Individually they
were stripped of equipment, including their uniform coats, and led on a march
back toward the base by some of the rear guard. It was a methodical process,
and the dejected traitors stood with their heads down, patiently waiting for
their turn at it.


"Finally,
a breather."


Caelia
removed her headset and sighed.


She did not
know what winter was like in Rangda, but the interior of a tank was always a
bit sweltering in her experience. She could feel her skin going slick beneath
her bodysuit, and she felt cool droplets trailing down her nose and around her
cheeks. Her breaths came rapid and hot as she laid back against the turret's
single seat. She popped open the hatch but did not climb out. A brief but
welcome gust of cool morning air blew in through it.


"Can
you feel it down there?" Caelia asked aloud. Behind them the Kobold's
engine whirred and thrummed but it was quiet enough that they could speak over
it.


"Yes,
but I opened my own hatch too." Danielle replied.


Caelia
looked down, and saw that it was indeed a little brighter below.


"How
are things up there?" Danielle asked.


"I've
still got a decent bit of ammunition--"


"No,
no! I mean, how are you?
How are you doing?"


Caelia
shrugged her shoulders. "I'm ok," was all she found herself
saying.


"Well.
I'm ok too." Danielle replied.


Both of
them stared for a moment. Did they really have nothing more to say?


Awkwardly
they resumed their posts.


Caelia
could have been more conversational, but it was difficult in this
situation, and in most situations in fact. Danielle wasn't the only shy one in
the tank, and it felt awkward to chit-chat. After all, there was still a war
going on; and Caelia just wasn't the most equipped person where it
concerned making the first move outside
of tank gunnery. Whether speaking plainly
or speaking from the heart,
Caelia was just a touch reserved.


Still, she
cherished the moment, even though she did not say so aloud.


Hearing her
discarded headset buzzing, she put it back on.


Raising her
head out of the hatch, she saw the prisoners nearly cleared around her.


As they
left, the rest of the column moved bloodlessly on.


"Danielle,
start her up again." Caelia ordered. "Keep her steady."


"I
thought you liked her fast as hell?" Danielle laughed.


"I do,
but, keep her steady for now. No road dosas!" Caelia said.


At a brisk
pace, Harmony started advancing behind the infantry for once.


Corporal
Chadgura addressed the tank crew over the intercom. "Ahead of us is
University Village, a housing complex for students and laborers. From what we
can see of it, it's not occupied by the 8th Division. Keep your eyes peeled.
There may be snipers ahead."


Past the sandbags, the road went in a
rhomboid pattern around a broad, open urban block occupied by a pair of towering tenement buildings with exterior walkways
connecting each visible unit on each floor. Grassy lawn surrounded each
building and filled in the space between the two. Around the
properties were a few trees, a playground for children, a
large bus stop, a small private parking lot for those who had cars, and a few
large box-shaped refrigerant and power supply units for air conditioning
systems. Their ductwork and cables probably extended into the buildings from
the underground.


There were
a lot of places to hide. Multiple windows on each building, various obstacles
in and around the tenements,
and two sets of corners, as well as the connecting streets.


Harmony
stuck to the road, Danielle carefully keeping the tracks on the asphalt and
away from the gutter and the raised concrete street next to it. Green lawns
stretched to either side of the car road. Allied infantry spread out across the
street, the green and the road, arranged in individual squadrons and advancing
at a walking pace, casting eyes about.


"Red
squadron, move into the first building. Yellow and Blue will cover the
green on both sides of the road. Harmony, keep watch on the road." Corporal
Chadgura ordered.


"Yes
ma'am." Caelia replied. "Danielle, cut engine for stealth."


"Stealth
is overstating it."


Giggling,
Danielle switched Harmony off.


Caelia opened
up the hatch and climbed partially out of the tank.


From the
inside of the tank, even with up to date sights and periscopes, visibility was
far from perfect. Even a 360 degree periscope was limited by its aperture. It
was like staring into a room through a peephole. Out of the tank, with the wind
blowing her hair and cooling the sweat on her face, she could naturally see
everything around her.


Standing on
her seat, her head and arms above the hatch, Caelia craned her head.


She watched
as Red Squadron entered the tenement, smashing the glass doors to the lobby
with a shovel and moving in through the ground floor, and up the stairs. They
exited out into the open-air walkways across the front of the building,
starting on the second floor and climbing steps on each side of the building to
move to the upper floors.


Corporal
Kajari was at the front of the group -- she had left the tank to lead the
way in. Systematically they kicked open the doors in each floor. Two people
went in, two stayed out. They could clear three rooms at a time this way.
Corporal Kajari stood guard.


At her
flanks, soldiers from Blue and Yellow squadrons laid on the grass and behind
the big cube-like power units and trees. From their bellies or behind cover
they deployed each squadron's Danava light machine gun on an overwatch
position, ready to shoot if anyone came up from around the corner formed
between the two buildings, or around the farthest of the two seemingly
unoccupied tenements. Corporal Chadgura approached the tank while her soldiers
set up, waving her hand at Caelia. She hid behind the engine block.


In her
hands was a rolled piece of paper that was likely a district map.


"Private
Suessen, see anything on the road?" Corporal Chadgura asked via radio.


Caelia
raised a pair of binoculars to her eyes. As far as she could tell, her branch
of road went off due somewhere east, going around the tenements, past
their land and out into the urbanization. It was all very flat terrain,
surrounded by empty green with maybe a few benches, up until it connected
with the other road and met the buildings on the far eastern side of the
block. That was the street intersection, where the road that ran behind
the second tenement met with her own. There was nothing there too from her
vantage.


"No
ma'am." Caelia said. "Danielle, see anything?"


"Nope--
wait!"


Caelia
looked down into the hatch, startled. "Wait?"


"There's
a garage three buildings to our right from the intersection, look."


Caelia
looked through her binoculars again. She fixed on the intersection. Sure
enough, past a private barber shop, a civil canteen and a government-operated
sundries store, there was a union repair shop with an ample garage and a
fenced-off blacktop.


There was a
stack of junk cars and another stack of what seemed to be parts.


Caelia
adjusted her binoculars and scanned the street.


She found
the garage door unbolted, and partially open.


There were
lights coming from under it.


Almost as
soon as she set eyes on it, she saw the garage door start to rise


It did not
take long from there to catch the first glimpse of slanted tracks and a flat
glacis.


"Tanks!"
Caelia shouted over the platoon radio. "We have Goblins coming in
east!"


"How
many?" Chadgura replied.


Caelia
lifted her binoculars quickly, and counted one coming out of the garage -- and
two others stomping in from over the fence, smashing past the stack of spare
parts and rolling in from around the stack of junked cars. "Three tanks.
Dunno if they've seen me."


"Private,
we have inadequate anti-tank weaponry on site. I'll call for a BKV team for
reinforcements, but you will have to buy time. Can you do that?" Chadgura
said.


"I
think I can get rid of them ma'am."


Caelia dropped
down back into the turret and set her sights on the road.


In a quick
movement, as if sleight of hand, she moved a shell from wall rack to hand.


"Loading
Armor-Piercing, High Explosive!"


In another
fluid, almost acrobatic movement, she loaded the gun.


In any tank
battle the most crucial shot was the first one, taken from a position of
strength, before the engagement became fluid. It was this shot that was
the safest, the most well-planned and carefully
executed. An average tank battle began almost like an ambush: from a safe
position, the first tank to see an enemy seized the initiative, took the
opening shot, and likely, scored a kill. Her position was anything but safe.
However, though the ground was relatively flat and the road open,
that did not mean the enemy was aware of her. Caelia knew that if the
Goblins had seen her already they would be shooting.


Since she
was not dead, it meant she had the first shot on them.


The Goblin
were occupied extricating themselves from their hiding places and forming
up on the road. Perhaps they received orders from a retreating 8th Division
unit, or perhaps they had orders to move if a certain amount of time passed
without contact. Regardless of what set them moving, Caelia knew she had the
initiative here. She had the first shot.


She
descended her gun a few degrees, set her sights several hundred meters out on
the closest Goblin, the one at the front of its column, loaded,
and hit the pedal for a shot.


As the
shell went flying, the turret shook. The report and flash of her gun
unveiled her.


But in her
mind the battle was already won.


She watched
through her sight as the lead Goblin absorbed the shell through the front
hatch, where the driver would be. Smoke blew from the interior, and the top
hatch flew open from the pressure of the blasting charge going off inside the
chassis. It was dead.


This was
enough to ruin the entire column, it seemed.


Directly
behind it, the second Goblin in the ranks crashed into the first, perhaps
unaware that it had been stopped. At the back, the third Goblin stopped, popped
its hatches open, popped them closed, and then reversed wildly, trying
desperately to maneuver around the stalled column. Nobody was acting in
cohesion. Killing the lead tank confused them.


"Danielle, get
ready to back us up!"


"I'm
on it!"


Harmony's
engine fired. Caelia's sight shook, but she reacquired the targets quickly.


Reaching
for another shell, she loaded the gun, and turned the turret a few degrees
right.


As the
third Goblin showed its sides to try to escape, Caelia put a round through it.


She blasted
through the engine block and set the rear of the tank ablaze.


Now the
second Goblin was trapped between two hulks. It could escape, but it would have
to maneuver in a much more confined space. Within seconds, its crew opted not
to -- Caelia watched hatches go up from the front and turret roof, and the
tankers bailed from their perfectly unscratched tank and ran past the
intersection and away from battle.


"All
sighted hostiles have been eliminated, ma'am." Caelia called on the radio.


She heard a
flat, monotone sigh of relief. "Good job, Private." Chadgura said.


"Wait,"


Danielle
was back on the intercomm. Caelia was startled again.


"What's
wrong?"


"Are there
any other garages around here? Are there any garages on the northern side of
this street from University? They could be hiding Goblins there too!"
Danielle said.


Caelia
lifted the hatch, hoping to ask Sergeant Chadgura.


She lifted
it in time to hear a blast in the distance.


Caelia
barely had her head out of the hatch when she saw smoke behind the tenements.


"Shit."
Caelia exclaimed. She dove back inside the turret immediately.


"TANK
GIRL!"


Corporal
Kajari was on the radio in clear distress.


"We
just got to the top floor of this tenement and something shot at one of the
rooms! I think you've got tanks headed around the tenements from the north!
Watch out!"


"Private
Suessen, move in support of Red Squadron, now!" Sgt. Chadgura shouted.


Whenever it
came to Corporal Kajari, Sgt. Chadgura always got a touch alarmed.


Caelia
could relate; she felt a bit similarly about Danielle. She called her quickly.


"Danielle,
I'm going to need that prodigal driving of yours!"


She looked
down from the turret seat, and found Danielle grinning up at her.


"I'll
make it go fast! Just stay on that gun." She said.


Harmony's
engine roared to life.


Caelia's
heart thrashed like the festival drums.


This was a
tank battle, like in the jungle, like in Bada Aso.


They could
die.


She nearly
whispered Danielle's name into the microphone, but something stopped her.


She always
found it hard to say much -- maybe to say enough.


Perhaps she
picked the wrong times to say anything.


Over the
gutters and the street, the tank accelerated into the green, and doubled back
around the face of the lower tenements and toward the lower connecting road.
Danielle did not take that road. Instead she swept around the northern side of
the tenement, keeping to the green, moving with the playground between herself
and the road approach.


Caelia
swept across the landscape with her periscope.


She focused
on the battle, on survival.


"Target
acquired! On the road!" She shouted.


Three more
Goblins, moving in an arrowhead formation toward the tenement.


They had clearly
moved in from University avenue, the main road leading
farther north, and were headed into the green. Two had their barrels down, but
the head Goblin was turning its fully-elevated gun on the tenement's top floor,
and it unleashed a second high-explosive shell just as Caelia acquired its
location. Caelia did not see the effect.


Instead she
heard it on the radio as Corporal Kajari screamed.


Her status
could not be confirmed from Harmony. Visibility was too limited.


It was like
being stuck in one's own little world, trapped amid the larger battle.


Just the
walls of this tank. Even Danielle was hard to see.


Gritting
her teeth, Caelia laid her sights on that aggressive lead tank.


She hit her
pedal just as Danielle hit a bump in the terrain.


Her sight
swung up, and her shell flew just over the Goblin's engine block.


"Danielle,
keep it steady!" She shouted.


"I'm
trying!"


At once,
the turrets on the Goblins started to turn toward them.


Caelia
gasped. "Okay, forget steady; evasive maneuvers!"


Harmony
jerked sideways to face its glacis toward the opponents.


Two barrels
flashed in their direction.


Caelia
braced herself and the words escaped her lips despite her prior reticence.


In the face
of death she felt compelled to try--


"Danielle,
I--!"


One shell
flew just over the engine block before Harmony could fully turn; the other
crashed into the gun mantlet and deflected. Inside the turret Caelia felt the
deafening clang of the shot impact and all of her instruments shook
violently. Her head blared; she felt like the shell had gone off inside her
skull instead of bouncing off. She nearly collided with the gun sight in a
daze, but managed to hold her ammo rack and jerk herself back.


Had
anything struck her head it might have knocked her out and doomed Danielle.


Caelia
regained her bearings quickly. She lifted the hand she had on the ammo rack and
used it for a more pressing concern: seizing a shell and loading the main gun.


"Caelia,
are you alright?" Danielle shouted.


She felt
immediate relief hearing her driver's voice.


"Yes!
Are you?" Caelia asked.


"Don't
worry about me!" Danielle replied.


Harmony
barreled through the green, building speed on the rough ground.


The
Goblins' turrets tracked them as they moved.


"One,
two,"


Danielle
counted down for something and then hit the brake.


Harmony
ground to a halt with a cubic power generator unit between it and the enemy.


Caelia
barely registered this maneuver; she flinched at the sight of the barrel
flashes.


Two more
shells hurtled toward them.


Both struck
the power generator and punched deep holes in the unit.


Fire
started to dance atop the generator and smoke blew out.


Harmony
quickly resumed running.


Soon as the
Kobold left the side of the power generator, the damaged unit burst.


Chunks of
metal, tongues of flame and a copious cloud of smoke blew from the unit as its
engine and fuel violently went up. Caelia felt a dozen tiny impacts on
Harmony's armor from the remains of the unit. Her sights were suddenly obscured
by the spreading smoke and the flames, trailing across the dry off-green grass
of the tenement lawns.


"I'm
hooking around their backs Caelia, can you put shells on them?"


"I can
certainly try!"


Caelia
glued her eyes to the sights, and turned the turret, looking into the fog of
war.


She spotted
two violently red trails plowing through the cloud of smoke.


Caelia
flinched, bracing for the impact.


Both shells
flew past Harmony as it hurtled away from the green.


The Goblins
did not know their exact position anymore.


And judging
by the flashes shining through the smoke, the Goblins had not moved at all.


It was the
most common mistake of inexperienced tankers: to stand in one place and shoot
repeatedly without moving the tank, hoping to land killing blows before having
to turn the tank. Reacquiring a target on the gun sight took time, and it had
to be done whenever the tank moved too violently. But the
gunnery time saved by remaining stationary was a very minimal
advantage compared to the safety of a new firing position.


Even Caelia
fell into this trap, but not to this extent. Not against a moving enemy.


These
tankers were rookies, and it was the gulf in experience that had saved
her.


Soon as
Harmony hit the road and charged up the rear of the tenement buildings, Caelia
spotted the enemy again, still in an arrowhead formation, still parked on the
green near the lower tenement, their turrets still turned on the smoking,
burning power unit.


Caelia spun
the turret lever and turned her gun on the farthest of the tanks.


Despite
Harmony's speed, she corrected quickly enough to get the enemy lined up.


"Firing
AP-HE!"


Soon as the
first shell went out, she reached out for a second, and punched it through.


"Firing
AP-HE!"


She glanced
through the sight, saw smoke, and reached for a third shell.


This one
she did not call out before firing. It simply went with the rest.


Through the
noise of the gun and the tank she heard the sound of fire and damage.


When she
looked through the glass again, she found one Goblin burning from a shell
exploding in its high-necked turret ring and setting ablaze its ammunition.
Another Goblin had its tracks torn in half, and its turret scanned the
environment in confusion while the driver and radio operator struggled to
escape, having given up on the tank.


But the third
Goblin was turning in place to face them. Its turret aligned with them.


It had to
be mere seconds away from shooting, and Harmony was not facing it.


One good
shot through the side armor would kill them both.


"Danielle--"


Again the
word escaped her lips, but Danielle was quick to allay her fears.


"Shoot
now!"


Danielle
suddenly hit the brakes again. Harmony came to a screeching stop.


This time
it was completely exposed, out of cover.


But the
enemy Goblin's turret kept going. It moved past them.


It was trying
to lead the shot, and over-corrected.


Caelia
seized her advantage and quickly aligned a stable shot.


She hit the
pedal and flinched at the gun's recoil.


A shell
speared the aggressive Goblin right through the gun mantlet.


In the
blink of an eye the turret burst open and disgorged its gun onto the ground.


Without
waiting, Caelia reloaded the gun and turned it on the remaining Goblin.


She then
unlocked the breech again with a deep sigh of relief.


Surrounding
the enemy tank, Blue Squadron arrived, led by Sergeant Chadgura. In their hands
were AT grenades and pistols. They caught the half of the tank crew that had
bailed out before, and threatened the tank commander and gunner still in the
vehicle. From the hatches, a pair of hands soon appeared -- the Goblin
surrendered to them.


"Hey,
tank girl, the area's secure, you can rest easy."


Caelia felt
a little relief hearing Corporal Kajari on the radio, alive.


"Are
you unscathed, Corporal?' Caelia asked.


"Turns
out these tenements have pretty sturdy walls. I'm doin' alright."


"Do
you have overwatch then?"


"Yeah,
yeah. I told you not to worry, right? We've got BKVs on the approaches now. Any
Goblin tank that approaches these tenements is getting some lead in the
eyes."


"Acknowledged,
Corporal."


Caelia
nodded to herself in her seat, and pulled off her headset.


She laid
back and felt the sweat dripping down her brow again.


Harmony's
engine shut off once more. Everything was eerily quiet.


They had
survived another tank battle, destroyed four tanks, forced
two to surrender.


Likely,
they had killed several people. Or at least, Caelia's gunnery had.


Though of
course, Danielle's driving was instrumental.


Perhaps
'they' was indeed warranted.


Everything
was quiet, and the adrenaline subsided slowly.


Nevertheless,
Caelia always felt a little eerie right after the battle. It felt as if there
was a hole that should have been naturally filled, and yet, nothing was
happening to close the gap. There was no sound. In the blink of an eye the
heated violence of the past few minutes had simply stopped. Absent battle, the
battlefield caused her a hint of anxiety.


She always
felt as if there should have been a gentler transition after battle.


Instead,
the high to which her heart and soul had been pushed dropped inadvertently.


It reminded
her of playing an instrument. Such a rapid transition from sound to quiet.


Just a
breath between life and death. One pull of the lungs between song and silence.


Silence was
troublesome. When the world was silent, the mind started to speak.


"Caelia,
how's everything up there? You look dazed."


Danielle
peeked into the turret ring from below.


"It's
ok." Caelia said, smiling slightly. She didn't want her companion to worry.


"Hah.
It's always just 'ok' with you!" Danielle said.


Caelia
smiled. "Well, how are you then?"


"I'm
ok." Danielle mimed.


Caelia
scoffed jokingly. "Hey, listen: my 'ok' is pretty 'ok', I'll have you
know."


Danielle
giggled.


"Oh,
wait."


Remembering
one of their good-luck rituals, Caelia reached into her bodysuit's belt
pouches and withdrew a small harmonica. She wiped it quickly with a little
cloth.


"Oh!"
Danielle said in recognition.


Caelia
nodded. "A few notes for the departed." She said.


She raised
the harmonica to her lips, and started to play.


Danielle
quieted expectantly, and she smiled too.


From within
Harmony, a somber little tune could be heard, muffled, in the surroundings.


Until it
was time to move again, Caelia gently played, and Danielle
quietly listened.


What she
could not say with words, Caelia tried to convey with the song.


Her quiet
tension and anxiety with the instrument she was now called on to wield.


And a
newfound love within the bowels of this instrument.


Even if she
could not say it yet. Even if the right words couldn't yet beat the silence.


Trapped within
the world of the tank. Visibility was bad; but she could see what mattered.


 


Rangda University -- Muhimu
Shimba, Lion Battalion HQ


 


Confusion reigned over the Lion Battalion
fighters and planners at Rangda University.


Far as they
knew, the 1st Motor Rifles Regiment should have remained contained to their
base in southern Rangda, but all communications other than foot traffic had
been lost to the rest of the 8th Division and to the military command in
Council. So there was no way to confirm or broadcast the locations of the
enemy's units. Through foot traffic, they had hoped to link their forces to
begin a counteroffensive. This had proven useless, and despite sending dozens
of horses out, they had no intelligence. There were maps, but nobody was certain
whether anything being pinned to them reflected the real situation.


Everyone
suspected it was the 1st Motor Rifles Regiment -- who else could it be? -- but without visual, without radio, without active
confirmation of the enemy, and without any connection to command or to units
suspicions were worthless. They could not be acted on.


Lt.
"Lionheart" Badir knew only that most of his couriers were not coming
back, and that those who did were the ones who did not travel far and did not
see enemy movement, and therefore could not organize any sort of attack in any
useful direction. At best they heard gunfire somewhere in the distance,
but that too was useless. He had attempted to launch artillery on areas thought
to be threatened by an enemy advance, based on perceptions of gunfire
direction and trails in the sky and other similar forms of divination, but he
had no way of knowing the effects or correct his fire, so the impetus to shoot
was utterly lost.


Instead of
using them as artillery, he had his
122mm guns latched onto horses and readied to drive out to meet the enemy.
Fortresses were worthless -- this was the era of the assault troops! Liuetenant
Badir hoped to gather all of his remaining forces and launch a bold
counterattack through University and down the Northern roads.


His
preparations for battle were slow, tentative; until one particular horseman
returned.


"Sir!"


Arriving at
the edge of Muhimu Shimba in a stout cavalry horse of old, 1st Sergeant
Arando swung his steed around a line of parked artillery guns and dismounted
swiftly. He saluted. He was the kind of man Badir appreciated. Tall, gallant,
with a thick beard and cropped head, large arms and long legs, black as the
night. Like Badir, he had taken up his sabre in mutiny against Solstice in
2026. He was the courier Badir knew to expect back.


"At
ease, Sergeant." Badir said. He smiled, and approached for a shake of the
hand.


Arando did
not move. He cast eyes aside and heaved a sigh.


He was not
alone in Muhimu Shimba.


Behind his
horse, Badir spotted a second rider, and farther behind, a line of men and
women arriving, many wounded, most disarmed. At first, Badir wanted
to think that Arando had defeated a column and caught prisoners. But he knew
these were his men and women. They all shared the same uniform with the 1st
Motor Rifles Regiment, and Arando, despite his bravery, lacked the combat power
to defeat any enemy unit alone.


Badir did
not ask from where they came. It could only mean that several of his
roadblocks had been broken, and the platoon-level unit of disparate soldiers
arriving at the park were all the remained of these fortifications. They made
their way back, having discarded their weapons and vanished into the urban
thickets, dispersing into alleyways to hurry north.


"Sir,
we have at least sixty survivors from battle with the 1st Motor Rifles
Regiment. They are still able and willing to fight, but they are shaken. I
advise we have them build--"


Badir
raised his hand to quiet Arando.


"Rearm
them. We're not building more fucking forts." He interjected.


"Sir?"
Arando asked.


Badir
turned around and moved deeper into the park woodland without answer.


Arando
followed him.


Several
dozen meters into the treeline, Badir arrived at a massive object beneath a
tarp bound to the floor by poles. It was over nine meters long and four meters
tall, dwarfing the men in stature. Badir beheld it with a grin. He had been
hiding it, in case the enemy had an air force to speak of. Air attack was the
only weakness of his great weapon.


Beneath
that tarp was a tank with more firepower than any Ayvarta had ever seen.


"To
think, Arando, that they chose that little girl Ravan's tank design
over Orabe's!"


Arando
stroked his own beard in confusion.


"Orabe?
Sir, you have a tank designed by Orabe? I thought he was--"


"Disgraced?
Yes. But still a genius. He gave us an invaluable tool."


Badir
turned over his shoulder, casting an intense look at his subordinate.


"Will
you gather your cavalry and join me on the assault, my friend?" He asked.


Arando had
a dark look on his face, but he did not immediately deny him.


That was
enough for Badir.


He turned
back around and began to extricate his ultimate weapon from its bonds.


Soon
the Yotun would roar to life and his enemy would
be crushed under its treads.


Badir The Lionheart would cower in Rangda University no longer.


 




 


 






























54. The Battle of Rangda II


 


52nd of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


 


Tambwe Dominance, City of Rangda
-- University Avenue, North Rangda


 


Standing atop the tenements, Gulab had an
incredible view of the surroundings. It was as if the morning sun cast light on
the streets and roofs solely to highlight Rangda for her.


"What
do you see from up there?" Charvi asked over the radio.


Gulab
pulled up the microphone speaker attached to her headset.


"It's
not a mountaintop view, but it's pretty spiffy." Gulab replied.


Raising her
binoculars, she could see far north across the remaining battlefield.
Following the northern road, from behind the lower tenement where Harmony had
scored its final victories against the Goblins, it was a straight shot to the
heart of Rangda University.


Gulab could
see the cluster of research buildings dotting the hilly University terrain
in the northwest, the great three-winged library like an upside-down 'T' facing
her from the northeast, and beyond both, the wooded central park of Muhimu
Shimba, accessible by a winding main street crossing between the shadows of
each landmark.


All that
separated her from the core of the University was one long, flat road
flanked by broad streets decorated with trees and sculptures and busts, and housing
in blocks various shops, art houses, fashion boutiques, and modern co-ops
that catered to the younger, worldly university students. University Avenue was
a strip of low-lying buildings widely spaced out, each built to a
standardized format with glass fronts framed between stuccoed columns,
concrete bodies, flat roofs, each no taller than two stories.


Behind each
side of the strip was a back street flanked by the thicker urbanization.


Though
there was decent cover in and around the buildings, the enemy was far better
entrenched. Tiered defenses dominated the landscape, composed of sandbags and
guns split into three large ranks at the edge, center and end of University
Avenue. She tried to count the men and women in and around the area but there
were simply too many. There must have been two or three squadrons of infantry
holding down every sandbag line.


There were
likely more riflemen hiding in the buildings as well.


"Looks
like we've got our work cut out for us." Gulab said to a waiting Charvi.


"How many
do you see?"


"I
can't really count heads from this far up, Charvi."


"Okay.
Estimate."


Gulab
coughed. "More than I'd want to see."


There was a
heavy pause on the other end of the line, and a short clap.


"We've
got reinforcements and supplies incoming. You can come back down now."


"What
if I like it up here? Maybe I wanna stay." Gulab teased.


She heard a
clapping noise over the radio and giggled.


Humor was a
balm in perilous times.


On a lark,
she raised her binoculars one more time before leaving and looked at the line.


She felt a
dark impetus to examine the green uniforms.


It was
still hard to believe it was her own people whom she was fighting.


Some part
of her accepted it, but another kept confronting it again and again.


Why were
they fighting her?


What had
she done; what had she chosen; what did they have against her?


She asked
about herself, and she asked about Colonel Nakar, and Charvi, and all of them.


Weren't
they all trying to protect Ayvarta? To protect their future?


She could
joke to try to keep the dark cloud at bay; joking was a quick patch on a
long-bleeding wound that she felt, a wound she feared picking at. Peel off
the bandages, and everything could come gushing out. It almost had before, a
few times already.


She could
not afford to have that happen.


She had a
journey to make; a person she wanted to be.


But the
reflex to reexamine her enemy did not merely serve to staunch her mind.


Just as she
got her final look at them, she caught the defenders starting to move.


Gulab
hailed the Sergeant over the radio in a hurry.


"Charvi!
I think they're rotating the line!"


Pushing her
microphone up with one hand while holding the binoculars in the other, Gulab
watched as horse riders arrived at each of the checkpoints. They brought fresh
horses with them. Riders came, alerted the defenders, and set them moving.
Several people started to pick up weapons and to gather around the lines.
Gulab could not tell what they were doing, but all across University Avenue the
defenders were in flux.


"Are
you sure, Gulab?"


"Yes!
Cavalry's come in to contact them, and people are moving around."


Again there
was a pause on the radio.


"We
could attack them now then." Charvi said.


"They're
completely off their guard, the guns aren't pointing at anything, we can clean house.
We just need to move fast enough to smash through all of them." Gulab
said.


"It
could be a trap."


"If
it's a trap they'll have to set up longer or they'll be throwing it on their
own men!"


"Also
true."


Charvi
seemed to ponder the implications.


Gulab felt
a twinge of excitement, a stark contrast to her formerly somber thoughts.


This was
the other half of her, the hunter, the fighter, the little mountain bandit.


Her prey
was showing its juicy flanks, and she wanted meat for the week.


"Come
down quickly." Charvi finally said.


Gulab
hastily complied.


She
gathered up a large pack she had left in corner of the building's roof and
ran down the skeletal steel step stairs descending the sides and rear of
the building, yelling for Red Squadron units still searching tenement rooms on
each floor to gather their things, get up and move. Her troops quickly realized
it was time to go, and perhaps wanting no more of huddling dozens of meters off
the ground level, they wasted no time following her.


Within
minutes she and a train of 12 charged down the lobby of the tenement and out.


There they
found four freshly-arrived trucks on the lawn.


Two of the
trucks were infantry-carrier trucks with thin, hastily assembled metal plate
walls on large beds that could carry a squadron and a heavy machine each gun or
anti-tank gun each, or two infantry squadrons if the men and women did not
mind being crammed in tight. Utility trucks rounded out the
convoy, their own beds covered only by a canvas tarp, and likely carrying ammunition,
rations and medical supplies in small crates.


From around
the trucks, Charvi appeared alongside that long-haired engineer girl that
Colonel Nakar was fond of, Sergeant Agni. Both of them had very similarly
affect-less expressions on their faces and Gulab suppressed a laugh. She waved
and walked over, joining them in what seemed to be a quick strategy session
before the coming battle.


Atop a
picnic table in the middle of the children's playground, they laid down a map.


"We
don't have much time, Sergeant." Charvi said. "We've got enemies
mobile. If we can catch them while they're shuffling feet we'll have
the advantage on our side."


Sergeant
Agni nodded her head. "I merely wanted to let you know that I supplied
Shaumian's northwestern thrust an hour ago. He will link up with you at
the University, but any regrouping will have to be done past Avenue. I
sincerely doubt he will arrive in time to cut off the retreat you might cause
if you attack Avenue right now."


"That's
ok! We'll cut it off ourselves!" Gulab said, raising a fist.


Charvi and
Agni stared at her for a moment before returning to their deliberations.


Charvi
almost looked like she wanted to smile. Maybe Gulab was imagining it.


"What
about Sergeant Krima?" She asked.


Agni shook
her head. "Still in reserve. We do not want to expend our forces too
quickly."


"Understood."
Chadgura said. "Then I must seek this advantage now,
Sergeant."


"Yes.
You will need speed. We can use my trucks to lift your advance force."
Agni said.


"I
would appreciate it." Charvi replied. She turned to Gulab with a slightly
darkened face. "Harmony will have to lead the attack, and dangerous as it
is, I need someone with them who has seen the layout of the Avenue and can
direct their fire. Can you ride desant?"


"Of
course I can." Gulab said.


"Alright.
I must go organize the remaining squads. Red and Green will follow
you."


Charvi
seemed to not want to say another word on the matter. Perhaps she feared she
might take back her decision. After all she had already objected to endangering
Gulab before. But sometimes it was necessary to jump into the fray; and no one
was more eager to do so than Gulab. She was practically brimming with
excitement in the toes of her feet.


She had
discovered the enemy's weakness; this would be her battle.


She, Gulab, would be making a difference.


And she
could not allow herself to let down the people counting on her. Not in this
hunt.


Saluting
both the sergeants, Gulab took her leave. From the tenement lobby, Red Squadron
saw her moving and began to follow along with their weapons at the ready.


On the road
north, behind a repurposed sandbag wall where a few of Blue Squadron's soldiers
manned an anti-tank gun and a machine gun stolen from the 8th Division, Harmony
sat guard over the entry to University Avenue. Atop the turret, the
upper half of Caelia Suessen watched the road through binoculars. Around the
tank, Gulab finally caught sight of the elusive Private Danielle Santos, a
slender and slight girl with a frizzy head of black hair and big glasses, just
a touch shorter and darker in complexion than her superior. Upon being stopped,
she visibly shook a little and gave an awkward salute.


"What's
the damage on our friend here?" Gulab asked.


Caelia put
down her binoculars and looked down from over the turret.


Danielle
briefly stared at her as if seeking reassurance, then addressed Gulab.


"Um,
not much. I was just tightening the road wheels and the track, it got a little
slack."


"You
took a few shots, didn't you?" Gulab asked.


"It
was all on the turret front."


Danielle
pointed to the bulging armor around the gun. Two big dents scarred the armor.


"We've
got sixty millimeters of armor there. No Goblin will crack it."


She started
to sound more confident. Tank minutia might have been her strong point.


Gulab
smiled. "I'll take your word for it. Mind having me as a passenger
again?"


Danielle
blinked. "Um--"


"Not
at all." Caelia interjected. "Climb up, Corporal."


"One
second."


At the feet
of the tank, Gulab dropped the large bag that she had been carrying and
unfurled the contents. The Norgler she had disabled at that horrid intersection
fell out in three pieces, barrel, bipod and the rest. Several belts of
ammunition also dropped out of the sack. Danielle and Caelia watched as Gulab
quickly reassembled the gun, the former wide eyed, the latter stoic. Gulab
stuck the barrel back into place and fastened it. She tossed the bipod away,
and threw the ammunition over her shoulder. Supporting it via an
improvised leather shoulder-strap made of a pouch belt, Gulab hefted
the Norgler.


"How's
it look?" She asked, grinning as she loaded in a belt.


"It
looks like it's going to vomit a stuck round into your face." Caelia
replied bluntly.


Danielle
stared dejectedly at the formerly evil weapon, as if nervous in its presence.


Norglers
had quickly become a symbol of fear for them all over the past month.


Gulab would
count on this; she would use it.


"It's
just a gun, it's not surgery or anything. I'll be fine." Gulab said.


"I
don't know." Caelia said, glancing at her shoes.


"Corporal
Kajari has done some weird things in the past, so I guess, it will work
out."


Danielle
patted Caelia in the back, smiling nervously.


"Okay."
Caelia replied dejectedly. "Climb aboard then."


"I
can't. Not like this anyway. Help me up." Gulab said.


It was
impossible for her to climb aboard with all of the equipment she was carrying.


And she was
not keen to take it all off and throw it on individually.


That might
have resulted in the Norgler finally falling completely apart.


Caelia and
Danielle, heaving many a sigh, had to pick the Corporal up by her legs,
while Gulab supported herself on their shoulders, and together they lifted her.
Several Red squaddies stood in confusion as the trio struggled. Gulab banged
the Norgler on Danielle's head more than once, and the iron sight fell off as
she smashed the weapon against Harmony's turret. Eventually they managed to get
Gulab atop the rear of the tank.


There she
quickly knelt, raising the Norgler over the turret, unsupported without its bipod.
For footing, she stuck her ankle through an iron loop meant for tow ropes,
and wound her leather strap around the antennae mount for the Kobold, near
Caelia's hatch.


Once at her
onerous position, Gulab winked at the tankers with a smile.


"That
looks like a bad time." Caelia sighed.


Danielle
shook her head and marched toward her front hatch.


Gulab's
ankle started to hurt and she barely had a grip on the Norgler.


But she
ignored both those minor annoyances.


Her radio
sounded. "Gulab, can you hear me? Are you in position?"


"Yes
ma'am!" Gulab replied.


Charvi ran
her through the situation as everyone formed up.


Behind
Harmony, two of Sergeant Agni's infantry-carrier trucks formed the rear of a
spearhead formation. Red Squadron climbed aboard one, while the recently
arrived Green Squadron occupied the other. Yellow, Blue and the fresh Purple
squadron would follow on foot, with a small rearguard trailing slowly behind.
Red and Green would dismount near battle and leave their trucks
behind while Harmony engaged the first sandbags.


"Are
you ready?" Charvi asked.


"Yup!"
Gulab shouted. She banged her fist atop Harmony's turret. "Get
going!"


Beneath
her, Gulab felt the tank start shaking as the engine started.


"Gulab,
please be careful." Charvi said.


"I'm
invincible! You'll see!"


With a
quick clap, Charvi's voice quieted.


Gulab heard
the distinctive sound of tracks, and pressed herself against the turret.


Holding the
Norgler with both hands, she readied herself as the tank picked up speed.


"Hold
on tight Corporal, we're going in fast!" Danielle said.


She seemed
a lot more upbeat over the radio than in person.


Gulab felt
a jolt in her stomach. "How fast?"


"As
fast as Tank Commander Suessen likes!" Danielle cheerily added.


"How
fast is that?" Gulab pressed her.


"Pretty
fast." Caelia added.


Within the
next few seconds, Harmony began to pick up a prodigious speed.


Gulab held
on much more tightly.


 


City of Rangda, Streets
of Northeast Rangda


 


So strong
was Lieutenant Munira's voice that bad audio did nothing to diminish her cry.


"Comrades,
we are taking Umaru park! After the initial
salvo, we charge! Show no fear to the craven enemy! We have the utmost
superiority over them, tactically and morally!"


On nearby
vehicles, Adesh saw fists raised into the air in excitement, and
heard shouts.


That
necessary salvo mentioned by the Lieutenant would end up being the
responsibility of the Chimera self-propelled guns. No other artillery was ready
to deploy. Adesh peeked his head around the sloped armor of the gun
casemate, scanning his surroundings.


Slow and
steady, their Chimera was in motion. Their three-gun unit of Chimeras trailed
behind a large column of soldiers on motorcycles and on foot. More
Chimeras followed, but the bulk of the column was composed of sleek
motorcycles. Some of the motorcycles towed mortars behind them, and lagged
along the edges of the column, while others had Khroda machine guns affixed to
the side-car that they could shoot. Those had proven useful in the last roadblock,
which had been budged aside with minimal effort of the column. Now they were
slightly uphill from their next objective, which was in sight.


Atop the
hill, the Chimeras halted. They were not that high above the target. Ahead of
them the road descended maybe a dozen meters and expanded around a small
woodland park. Ditches had been cut around the park to prevent the entry of
tanks, and a triangle formation of trenches chock-full of men and women
defending the approaches. Machine guns and mortars were visible in special
mesh-netted foxholes behind the trenches.


Umaru was
the hinge between Rangda University and Forest Park, directly connected to the
main avenues and roadways running along Northern and Eastern Rangda. Adesh
understood as much just from looking at the map. His eyes naturally drew a line
between each of the main, circled objectives, forming a triangle. One of the
triangle's sides ran right through Umaru. It was a prime spot to support
attacks on the two linked areas.


As the
column reorganized in preparation for the attack, all of the men in ordinary
motorcycles dismounted them and hid them in buildings and around alleys. Only
the motorcycles with machine gun sidecars remained mounted. Mortar-carrying
bikes were parked near the Chimeras, and their tubes were deployed by the
riders and passengers.


There were
at least fifty or sixty men and women from the few dozen ordinary bikes who
were loading up with weapons and ammunition and making preparations to fight on
foot.


"Can't
they fight in their bikes? Wouldn't it be safer?" Adesh asked.


"Too
exposed." Nnenia replied, in her trademark fashion.


"She's
right." Eshe said. "They don't have any armor on those things, and no
matter how fast they go they could run into gunfire and die if they don't have cover
or armor."


"Makes
sense." Adesh said. He felt stupid for asking.


Behind the
three of them, Sergeant Rahani sat against the rear armor, whistling.


"How
are you holding up?" He asked.


"Me?"
Adesh asked back.


"Yes,
you." Rahani said. He smiled. "You look concerned."


Adesh
scratched his hair. "I recall that we're not supposed to fight from atop
hills."


This was
not his chief concern, though it was written in their fighting manuals that
they should use the sides of hills for cover and not fight directly atop them.
Doing so would expose them to enemy artillery and air attacks. Higher elevation
had to be used sparingly.


Sergeant
Rahani giggled.


"We're
in an urban environment, so unfortunately the hillsides are all occupied by
buildings. We can't really fight well in the blocks, so we have to stick to the
roads."


He reached
out and patted Adesh on the side.


Adesh
thought that the Sergeant must have known something else was bothering him, but
he did not pry, and Adesh was thankful for it. In reality, Adesh's concerns
were greater than what could be covered by a tactical manual. Rolling in his
head was a mixture of anger and guilt and trepidation and shock all of which
individually fed into the others.


Above all,
he wanted to believe in Colonel Nakar. She was a hero; she was their hero!


He wanted
to believe in his friends too. He wanted to protect them, to be with them.


He supposed
that the 8th Division had their own heroes who they followed, too, and their
own friends they needed to protect. It was easier to see this with them than
with Nocht.


To him
Nocht were demons; thinking of them summoned an anger and a fear quite
different from what he felt for the 8th Division. Nocht were not human. But the
8th Division were his own people and he was so confused, so torn. It was hard
to deal with.


Looking
around himself he saw Nnenia's stoic affect, Rahani's warmth and Eshe's
gallant confidence and he wondered if they were torn up inside too. He did
not want to ask them. He did not want to become a burden to them, to trouble
them.


Instead he
kept the turmoil inside, and faced forward again.


Lieutenant
Munira came on the radio.


"We
will begin with a twenty-gun salute to our wayward friends! May the light
of Diyam deliver them. All Self-Propelled Guns fire a
ten-shell rolling barrage on mark!"


Adesh
checked his optical equipment. He had instruments to measure distance and
orientation of his target, to adjust gun elevation to a fine degree, as
well as ordinary sights for direct fire. Using his map, which had been
hand-gridded by the artillery section computing team, he adjusted the direction
and elevation of the gun to fire on the park. Nnenia turned the wheels and
performed the mechanical adjustment; Kufu drove the vehicle as a whole and
begrudgingly turned it in the directions Adesh called out.


For the
rolling barrage he would shift elevation a set amount after each shot.


Just as he
was nearly done with his preparations, the Lieutenant's voice sounded anew.


"Fire
Mission, TRP 68493. Fire for effect! Mark!"


Sergeant
Rahani got on his own radio and called the two other Chimeras in the platoon.


Eshe looked
at his watch and then helped Nnenia load the gun with a 76mm shell.


Finally
Adesh pulled the lever and discharged the ordnance.


He felt the
great thundering force of the gun as the shell soared skyward.


Off into
the morning sky the red tracer joined over a dozen other shells.


Adesh
quickly turned to his long-range periscoping sight.


He laid
eyes on the park in time to watch the first shells land on the exterior
trenches. In quick succession the individual shells struck the ground with a
great clamor. There were terrible fiery flashes, and dust and smoke blew
up in front of the trenches, sending sandbags flying and cutting great gouges
into the soft soil. It was hard to tell which shell had been his until his
brain recalled the exact calculations he had done. Judging by the effects, he
had put his shell right on the lower edge of the park, as he had wanted.


Before the
smoke could even begin to settle the guns were ready for the second shot.


"You're
doing great, my beautiful crew!" Rahani called out. "Adesh,
calculations!"


He was
already planning to say it. He knew what to do.


"Shift
five degrees up!" Adesh called out.


Nnenia
nodded and turned the elevation lever, raising the cannon the few degrees
needed, while Eshe loaded the gun. Sergeant Rahani relayed the adjustments to
the other guns. It was hectic. For Adesh it felt like everyone was talking at
once. Even Nnenia's panting and Eshe's grunting vocalizations as he hefted the
gun felt like input he needed to hear.


Shutting
his eyes and breathing in deep, he tried to focus his thoughts.


Immediately
after loading the shell, Eshe checked his watch again.


"Adesh,
fire!"


Almost
mindlessly, Adesh pulled the shooting lever. He then looked through the sight.


His own
Chimera had been the fastest to reload. Adesh heard his own gun cry out first,
almost alone for a second before the rest of the vehicles opened fire. All around
him Adesh heard and felt the succession of gun reports from the other vehicles
in the battery, stirring in the pit of his stomach. Even the Chimeras far
across the street rattled him.


They were
twenty in all, all of whom were firing together. It was noisy and rumbling.


Through the
sight, Adesh watched the second wave of shells hitting ground. Several of
the trenches suffered direct hits, sending pillars of dirt and human debris
flying from between the slits in the earth. Small fires trailed through the grass
as 76mm shells hit mortar holes and supply pits dug in and around the trenches.
Adesh's own shell crashed through the foremost trench, just a little too
far right, collapsing the edges of the hole.


Smoke and
fire and dust formed a cloud around Umaru park. Adesh
could hardly see green through it anymore. He could hardly see undisturbed
ground around the edges of the park. Slowly and methodically they were stomping
on every meter of dirt. He saw shadows through the fog, men and women fleeing
the trenches for the forest.


He swung
his sight up a touch and scanned for new targets. Then he spotted it.


Directly
behind that trench was a large, dug-in gun pit getting ready to counter-fire.


It was
hidden beneath a camouflage tarp, but with the barrel now poking out the front
of the hole and highly elevated, it was clear that
this was a 122mm gun, ready to shoot.


One shot
from that would kill everyone he loved here.


He felt a
thrashing in his heart, but he could not panic. He couldn't even call a
warning.


His mind
was working faster than the time around him. He just had to stop the gun.


Knowing
where his shot hit in the trench, Adesh quickly calculated hitting the gun
pit.


Closing his
eyes, he could still see it. Eerily, he thought he knew when
it would shoot.


It was as
if with his eyes closed a different sense, a powerful sense, took over for
them.


Something
greater than vision guided him. A strange intuition, working in milliseconds.


He had
precious little time left.


"Traverse
left, ten degrees, and then three elevation!" Adesh called out.
"Hurry!"


"I'm
goin', I'm goin." Kufu's irritable voice responded.


At once the
Chimera shifted its bulk.


Adesh
looked through his angle sights. "Correct traverse, one degree right,
Nnenia!"


"Yes!"


Nnenia
nodded her head. After adjusting the elevation, she used a lever to shift the
gun itself. While it was limited to perhaps five degrees in any direction, far
less than the range of movement available by moving the vehicle as a whole, the
gun's traverse could be much more quickly and minutely adjusted than the facing
of the entire tank. In short order Nnenia had the gun facing exactly where
Adesh wanted. Eshe loaded.


He checked
his watch and nodded to Adesh. He was the commander, so he had to call the
shots, but it was clear that everyone was on top of the action. He didn't need
to shout.


Silently,
Adesh pulled the lever and prayed.


Through the
sights, he briefly spotted a pair of artillery crew rushing shells out from the
woods to the camouflaged gun behind the trench. They had run into the open in
time to be crushed by the third barrage of shells, rolling in deeper and deeper
into the park.


The
shelling now completely bypassed the trenches and began to fall into the wood
and around the second tier of defenses. Adesh watched as his shell landed
directly atop the dug-in gun before it could fire back at the Chimeras.
Multiple detonations followed like the bursts of a firecracker rope. Behind the
camouflaged netting and the pit walls the gun's ammunition was burning and
blowing up and belching black smoke into the air.


Those two
people Adesh had seen had simply disappeared. Whatever was left with them
was buried in the shellholes somewhere. He felt momentarily both sick and
glad. But he couldn't peel himself away. His mind floated up a message, a
message he needed to hear.


They were
only three shells into a ten shell barrage. He had to complete the fire
mission.


Lieutenant
Munira needed him to; Nnenia, Eshe and Rahani needed him to.


It was
clear to him, however, that when the infantry marched in, they would find
little resistance left in Umaru park. He didn't even
need the fourth shell's hit location to calculate that particular fact. Such
was the power of an artillery battery that could run to any location and launch
a fire mission fully under its own power. Back at the camps in rural Adjar,
when he first learned gunnery, such a thing seemed unimaginable to anyone.


Modern war
was falling right over the heads of the antiquated 8th Division.


It brought
the guilt, the anger, the stress, and the sheer awe back to Adesh's mind.


But he
resolved to complete the mission. He calculated for that fourth shell.


 


City of
Rangda, University Avenue


 


Orange-tinged
in the morning light, the defenses at University Avenue looked static,
peaceful, unprepared amid routine personnel rotation for the death swooping
close.


"Hang
on tight!" Danielle shouted over the radio.


Gulab could
not have clung more tightly, and yet the ride was no more
safe.


As the
enemy line came clearly into view, Harmony sped up to its maximum speed.


At home on
the roads, the Kobold accelerated to fifty kilometers per hour.


Gulab saw
the faces of the enemy soldiers darken, incredulous, as they spotted the
tank and trucks barreling toward their suddenly unprepared defenses. Horses
stood out in the open, and there were many men and women loitering around the
sandbags waiting for orders to regroup or retreat or transfer. Several guns lay
abandoned during the shuffle, and when Harmony charged into combat range there
were many soldiers out of cover.


The
Kobold's crew wasted no time engaging.


"Firing
High Explosive!" Caelia shouted.


Gulab heard
a loud report and saw the gun flash ahead.


She felt
the turret shake, and it almost caused her to slip back on it. Pressing the
Norgler up against the turret, she managed to hook the empty bipod mount
against the handle on Caelia's hatch, and in so doing, just barely maintained
her grip on the firearm.


Some 500
meters ahead the shell slammed into the middle of the sandbag wall and
displaced several layers of fortification. Alarmed, 8th Division soldiers
ran every which way around the first sandbag wall. Horses fled from the flash
and noise of the tank gun. Gunners rushed back to weapons that were aiming at
haphazard directions or completely dismantled for transport. Caelia gave them
no respite. Directly after firing its explosive shell, Harmony's turret
screeched with automatic gunfire, its coaxial Khroda machine
gun spitting out thick lines of furious red tracers that crashed wildly
across the sandbags.


"Corporal,
you brought that thing out for a reason, open fire!" Private Suessen
shouted.


"Sure
thing pal! Here goes nothing!" Gulab responded.


Without any
idea of what to expect, she held down the trigger on the Norgler.


Kicking and
screaming were the immediate effects.


Then came a
rate of fire too intense to be real.


She had
never fired a Norgler; Gulab had only been on the receiving end. Shooting it
felt like becoming acquainted with the monster anew. Operating the weapon felt
like wrangling a thrashing boar. From the moment she held down the trigger the
weapon seemed to feel compelled to drag in all of the belt on her shoulder,
pushing what felt like hundreds of rounds through its barrel. Livid green
tracers soared in long, horrifically quick bursts, ending only when Gulab's
finger swung off the trigger by accident and resuming immediately as she
pressed down again. Smoke wafted up from the barrel's frontal cone, and the
sides of the gun flashed red through slits cut along its length.


That
familiar infernal sawing noise punctuated the moment.


Gulab
struggled to hold the weapon in place, and her gunfire swept and sliced from
street to street and across the front and over the top of the sandbag defenses.
Bullets went flying in seemingly every direction ahead of the hurtling light
tank. Small traces of dust kicked up wherever she hit from the sheer velocity
of the rounds; part of the sandbag wall became so saturated with her
gunfire that it seemed a small cloud of smoke formed there.


She had
little control, and yet, the endless screeching and the strong kick and
the sheer volume of bullets produced an intoxicating effect that brought a sick
grin to Gulab's face.


Why hadn't
she stolen one of these before? They were incredible!


Like any
Norgler attack the effect was immediate. Under this loud,
incessant barrage and with a tank speeding toward them gaining over ten
meters a second, the defenders panicked. Several fled the sandbag wall, while
others hid ineffectively. Every head, every gun, every limb, hid away from
the shower of lead. Resistance from the first tier of defenses ceased
entirely as the tank descended on them. In seconds Harmony closed in.


"Hold
on Corporal!" Danielle called again.


Gulab
ducked her head behind the turret as Harmony plowed through the sandbags.


Shrugging
aside the defense, sending sandbags and chunks of wooden crate and pieces of
metal flying out from under and around its tracks, the tank barely slowed as it
crushed a machine gun and its operator underfoot and finally penetrated
inside University Avenue.


Danielle
hit the brake; Gulab slammed roughly into the turret.


Her crazed
Norgler dropped clumsily to the side of the turret, and the strap nearly pulled
her shoulder out of place as she half-fell off the sloped rear of the Kobold
tank.


"Hey,
watch it!" Gulab cried out.


Behind her,
the trucks braked harshly to a stop, and disgorged dozens of her comrades.


Submachine
guns and rifles to their shoulders, they charged past her into battle.


Grumbling,
Gulab tugged on her shoulder strap until it lifted from the antennae mount.


So
released, she slid farther down the engine cover, almost dropping from the
tank entirely. Climbing back on, she crouched around the side of the turret,
atop the ventilation grating, grabbing hold of the Norgler once more. She
pulled open the top, and reloaded the machine gun with one of her belts. This
time she hooked herself to a turret foothold.


"How's--"


Before
Gulab could even start her sentence Caelia was already shouting into the radio.


"There's
an engineer in that building-- CABLE CHARGE! Fall back!"


Harmony
reversed, turned its turret and opened machine gun fire on a distant building.


It was too
late to stop the trap.


Across the
road in front of them a dozen explosions went off all at once.


Gulab
almost thought it was artillery. But the blasts came from underground.


Huge
columns of dust and smoke blew in from cracks in the earth as the road several
meters behind the first sandbag wall collapsed into the sewer below, forming a
ditch almost five meters deep in an instant. The wound cut right across the
front of their advance, stretching from one side of the street the other,
across the road, and even collapsing the street corners around the
nearest buildings on University Avenue.


Harmony was
far back enough that it received only dust and chunks of hard road tar.


Red and
Green squadron troops fell back from the blasts, some wounded by the shock.
Gulab saw nobody fall into the ditch, but the squadrons broke up as comrades
converged on the wounded and pulled them back around the tank. Nobody was
attacking anymore.


Before the
dust even settled there were tracer rounds flying in from behind the cloud.


"Caelia,
we can't drive over that, get around it!" Gulab shouted.


"Danielle!"
Caelia shouted in turn.


"I'm
on it, I'm on it!"


Harmony
lurched back suddenly in reverse, swung itself around, and turned to face the
glass maw of a nearby fashion boutique just a few meters back from the
sandbags.


"Hold
on tight!"


"You
keep saying that but it never helps--"


Gulab's
shouting turned to incoherent screaming as Harmony hurtled suddenly into the
street and shot its gun into the store. There were a series of rough bumping
noises as the road wheels experienced the elevation shift from the road and the
ditch to the street level, and then a storm of glass and soft stuccoed brick as
they went crashing through the front.


Fancy lace
gowns and fur scarves and silk pantyhose flew into the air as the tank ground
through the mannequins, over the counter, burst through the back, the structure
weakened by the high explosive shell. Out in the rear parking lot, surrounded
by palm trees planted on ornate raised brick beds framing the blacktop, Harmony
turned around again and ran along the back street, parallel to the road was
barred to them. There were palm trees flanking them as far as the eye could see
and the back street was tighter than the main road, but all the same buildings
and the same destination was ahead of them.


Gulab was
so in shock throughout this maneuver she forgot to call her troops.


Ducking
behind the turret, with one hand on the norgler and another on mic,
she hailed.


"Red
Squadron!" Gulab shouted, her hair whipping in the wind as Harmony soared.
"Run through the clothes shop and follow us! Green Squadron, hold the rear
sandbag wall!"


"Firing
Armor-Piercing High Explosive!" Caelia suddenly shouted.


"YOU'RE
WHAT?"


Gulab
peeked her head around the turret again in confusion.


In the
ensuing chaos, she just barely spotted an armored car running in from around
the buildings ahead, in time for the Kobold's 45mm gun plant a shell
through its top-heavy machine gun turret and burst half the vehicle open like a
tin can under pressure. As if still alive under its own power the car
turned clumsily toward them, catching on fire.


At
seemingly a hundred kilometers per hour, screaming fast, the car rushed for
them.


Danielle
gasped into the radio. "Um! Hang on! We're ramming or
something!"


"Ramming?"
Caelia shouted.


Gulab
rushed behind the turret again with a panicked gasp.


She felt
the wind rush past, and a surge of hot air.


She heard
leaves rustle and brick crack and sift.


She
distinctly did not feel or hear herself die screaming as a car flew over them.


Danielle
breathed deep on the radio. "Phew! It missed us. Are you ok
corporal?"


Gulab
tentatively peeked around the turret again, and found a gap in the line of palm
trees. It indicated where the armored car had veered away from them, lost
control, chopped through a raised bed and slammed through the side of a
nondescript building.


"No. I
think I died." Gulab said in exasperation.


"Rest
in peace." Caelia jokingly replied.


Harmony
slowed to a less reckless pace, calmly bypassing several buildings, and then
angled itself around a Civil Canteen. Edging around a corner and back into
the main road, the tankers and Gulab caught sight of the second tier of the
enemy's defenses, slowly regrouping. Behind them, Red Squadron's ten remaining
soldiers ran through the gouged-out clothing shop and into the back street, and
hurried to catch up.


Gulab waved
them over. "Red, we're about to attack, hurry."


"Corporal,
tell us when we're formed up." Caelia said.


"I
will." Gulab replied, keeping an eye on her troops.


Meanwhile
the tankers called each other on the open line.


"Caelia,
do you want to go fast or steady?" Danielle asked.


"Keep
it steady this time."


"Oh?
Not fast? My my, how unlike you."


Caelia
sighed, a bit wistful. "Well. I don't know--"


"I was
just teasing! I support you wanting to go slow sometimes."


"Thank
you. It's silly, but that means a lot to me."


Gulab
blinked at the tanker's rapport, and crouched beside the turret.


Around the
corner she saw gunfire being traded.


Tracers
flew from both sides of the ditch. Green Squadron was holding down the end of
University Avenue, while the 8th Division's defenders on the second tier, in
the middle of the Avenue, clustered around their sandbags for cover. There were
men and women retreating from the gun battle, perhaps to organize a defense of
the backstreet now that the tank had, in their eyes, disappeared from the main
road. Gulab didn't know.


She did
know the defense still looked to be in disarray. There were guns abandoned
along the sides of the road and left unmanned on the line itself. Defenders
fought on with rifles and light Danava machine guns instead of with their
Khrodas and AT guns and mortars. They were in a mind to retreat; perhaps this
wasn't a troop rotation at all. Maybe they had been getting ready to vacate the
line. Maybe a little push was all they needed to rout.


Gulab was
more than happy to provide that push.


Soon as her
Red Squadron formed up behind the tank, Gulab nodded to them.


At once,
they nodded back, submachine guns and rifles in hand.


"Tankies,
get moving!"


"Yes
ma'am!" Caelia and Danielle said at once.


Harmony let
out a furious shout from its engine and steadily took the corner.


Gulab
pointed the Norgler in the general direction of the enemy line and held it
down.


She was
almost on her belly and the gun was almost controllable.


From the
barrel cone a shower of green tracers fell savagely on the sandbag
wall. Caught unawares, a pair of machine gunners shooting over the
fortifications were hit about the shoulders and face and collapsed behind the
wall. Riflemen all along the line ducked for cover as Caelia joined the attack,
her turret-mounted Khroda supplementing the Norgler's gunfire. Red and green
tracers flashed together in the air, laying down suppressing fire.


Around the
tank's sides, Red Squadron advanced diligently, split into five on the right
and five on the left. Submachine gun fire peppered the defenders, keeping them
off their machine guns. Harmony's turret roared once more, and behind the line
a mortar went up in pieces. Like an arrow plunging into a breast, they advanced
from the corner, into the road, and diagonally up against the second sandbag
wall. Retaliatory fire bounced off the tank. Not one grenade was thrown. More
and more defenders huddled rather than fight.


It didn't
take much more of this punishment for the 8th Division to retreat.


As Gulab
suspected, the defenders broke and tumbled out from behind the sandbags, amid
the gunfire, unable to take any more. Several were cut down almost by accident
by the sheer volume of automatic fire bearing down on their line. Dozens of
people seemed to pop up as if from out of nowhere, running for their lives from
behind the contested walls.


Red
Squadron left the side of the tank and formed up on the opposite side of
the sandbags.


Gulab
dropped off the side of Harmony as it maneuvered itself behind the wall, and
ran up. She slid to a crouch behind the sandbags, taking the same position as
her own troops.


"Green
Squadron, hold fire and get ready to move up! Red Squadron, slap the abandoned
Khrodas around and use them!" Gulab shouted. She was unused to giving
tactical orders, but it was not a responsibility she resented. It was a natural
order to give now.


All along
the wall there were weapons ripe for the taking. Red Squadron fighters turned
Khrodas once facing south toward the north, targeting the final line and the
runners. Two intact machine guns and, surprisingly, a small mortar, were
captured immediately, and soon employed in this way. Ammunition for them was
plentiful on the other side of the wall, and it was all grabbed and pulled over
the sandbags to their side and employed.


In less
than a minute they had their own defensive line set up, and it was their turn
to fight from a strongpoint. Stolen Khroda guns flashed red tracers up the
streets. Light mortar shells soared overhead and fell around the third line of
defense. Gulab pulled up her binoculars and saw men and horses vaulting over
the final line, and others congregating behind it. There was only a third of
University Avenue left to go.


She felt a
surge of pride and power and accomplishment. She had helped this happen.


Absentmindedly
pulling back the charging handle on the Norgler, readying to fight, Gulab found
herself unfortunately dry of ammunition. No more belts, no more sawing.


"Oh shit.
I'm gonna miss this stupid thing." She lamented.


Gulab
dropped the Norgler on the floor and peered over the sandbags, searching the
8th Division's abandoned side of the wall for a familiar discarded rifle or
submachine gun.


Before
finding any weapons, she saw the flash, and the next instant, the fire.


She was
struck by a power that took the world from her in a split second.


From across
the Avenue a shell came smashing into the sandbag wall, just six or seven
meters away. Gulab felt the heat, briefly, and a surge of force that pushed her
back onto the road and off the sandbags. As she fell back, she saw the
fragments come flying like a cloud of knives, fast, like hundreds of
needle-shaped bullets from one single smoking cannon. Across her cheek, around
her arms, into her hip, she felt the chunks go slicing.


She was
frozen in that moment, as if she could see the individual pieces of metal go
flying, and she thought to move this way or that as if that decision could
affect anything, and perhaps she did; perhaps she avoided death then. It was
impossible to confirm, it was a dreamlike state, a suspension of a moment that
should have been imperceptible.


Then the
moment passed, paradoxically long enough and much too brief.


She was no
longer suspended, and time was cruelly flowing.


Gulab hit
the ground hard. She found the world shaking and eerily silent, and she
was deafened and numb. Her vision swam. She saw the warm yellow and blue sky
swirling like the froth atop a fancy coffee drink and thought she could not
move. But slowly, though she knew not the time it took, the pain started to
return. Everything was hurting.


"Pull
the Corporal away!" shouted a squaddie, "pull her away now! Into the
building!"


A woman
nearby was shouting. "Shit, it's an Orc! We got an Orc coming!"


"Since
when do Orcs have guns that big?" A man replied. Gulab felt herself
dragged.


"It's
got a seventy-six, how the heck did they mount that on an Orc!"


Everyone
around her was shouting. Everyone one the radio was shouting too.


Caelia's
voice on the radio was firm. "Firing Armor-Piercing High Explosive!"


Gulab
thought she saw the flash of the gun at the corner of her eyes.


Then a
greater flash as a larger, redder tracer that went flying past the tank.


It exploded
far behind them in a plume of fire. Gulab saw it as she was taken away.


"Crap, that would've wrecked us. Danielle, back off! We can't
fight it head-on!"


Harmony
came briefly into her field of view as it retreated quickly around the corner.


More voices
on the radio, some too sharp, some too soft, she could barely register--


"Danielle,
keep hidden, I'm going out--"


"Caelia,
wait. What are you doing?"


"We
need to call in artillery. I'll grab the shooting table and map from Corporal
Kajari. Then, I guess, I'm going to duck out of this building, and have a
really terrible time."


"Please
be careful."


"I'll
be fine, I think. I hope."


"Well
wishes."


Gulab felt
all the voices starting to converge and the world go darker.


She saw a
roof, sliding over her head, and a half-dozen faces.


Private
Suessen was the last one before everything fell away to shadow.


"You're
going to be ok, Corporal."


 


City of Rangda, Umaru Park


 


A hundred 76mm shells and something on the
order of fifty 82mm mortar rounds had fallen on Umaru Park, and that had been
enough almost to wipe it from the map. Trees splintered and burned and had to
be put out. Through the gouges in the earth one could trace lines from the edge
of the park right to its center, almost like a star pattern with many arms. It
was as if a perfect stencil, a flawless artillery dispersion chart, like the
ones Adesh had drawn for practice in camp, had been superimposed right on the
park.


There was
nothing left but corpses, stirred earth, blood and water from broken
underground pipes and smashed fountains, turning the soil to mud. Intermittent
patches of grass looked eerie amid the wasteland. Not much of the little park
wood was left. Perhaps three or four stubborn trees, their crowns mostly burnt
or smashed off.


It was a
scene as if from a nightmare, but it was real, and Adesh had helped cause it.


And yet it
stirred little emotion in him. He sat on the track of the Chimera, parked along
one of the roads framing the park, waiting for further orders, with a head that
was mostly clear. He felt like he was daydreaming on the border to Adjar again,
just staring up at the wide open skies without aim or ambition. There was
bustle around him. Motorcycle infantry stood guard around the approaches, and a
security detail from the rear arrived to help clean up bodies and to pick
through the area for survivors, supplies, anything.


"You
okay?"


Nnenia
leaned down from the side of the Chimera. Atop the vehicle, Eshe was
talking with Rahani, perhaps about what responsibilities being an
artillery officer entailed.


"Are
you?" She asked again.


"I'm
fine." Adesh said. "Maybe too fine."


"Too
fine?"


Adesh
smiled. Even the smile felt strange. "Nnenia, how do you deal with this? I
don't know whether I'm going insane by stressing about it or going insane
because I accept it. My head feels really empty right now. And my heart's all a
mess of emotions."


"I've
dealt with worse."


"I
can't imagine there's worse."


Nnenia's
eyes trailed off, as if she couldn't bear to maintain contact.


"I'll
tell you sometime." She said.


Adesh bowed
his head. He hoped he hadn't offended her. "Alright. Sorry."


She shook
her head. "It's ok. You have a reason to fight?"


That was
perhaps the longest sentence Adesh ever heard Nnenia string.


He really
did not feel like he had a good answer.


"I
just want everyone to be ok." Adesh said.


"Me
too."


"That's
all?"


'That's
all."


Nnenia
shrugged and pulled herself back up to the Chimera.


Adesh
sighed. Perhaps nobody had an answer.


It was
almost frustrating. Training was fine; in fact, training felt empowering. He
felt ready to fight, ready to walk alongside everyone. He didn't feel scared of
Nocht. Yes, there was some trepidation fighting the 8th Division, because they
were Ayvartans too. But this felt different. He felt an overarching unease with
war that he could not afford. He was a soldier. And on some level, he wanted to
be. He wanted to destroy all of these bad people.


He
remembered the anger he felt toward that pilot in Adjar.


He still
felt that anger.


He just
didn't know exactly what to do with it; or whether it was right to feel at all.


Fighting
should have been the place where he felt most at ease with these emotions.


But it was
hard to subsume it all even as he did the mechanical actions of fighting.


He could
ignore it, but he couldn't make it completely go away.


And right
as he was getting lost in these thoughts, he heard banging on the metal.


"Adesh,
come up, you need to hear this!"


He heard
Eshe's voice, and leaped up onto the track and climbed into the compartment.


Everyone
was huddled around the radio. Sergeant Rahani was trying to adjust it.


He finally
seemed to turn the dials the correct way once Adesh climbed on.


Adesh
donned his headset, and heard the call come in.


"--This
is Tank Commander Caelia Suessen, calling for artillery support! We have a
desperate situation in University Avenue! Come in! I know this is the
right--"


She sounded
very distressed. There was a lot of noise in the background.


Sergeant
Rahani cut her off. "This is Sergeant Rahani of the 1st Self-Propelled
Artillery Battery. I've got three guns ready to answer. Please call back with
targeting data."


As Rahani
spoke to her he waved his hands toward the instruments.


Nnenia,
Eshe and Adesh hastily took their places.


"Okay.
Let's see if I remember this." Caelia took a deep breath on the radio.
"Fire Mission, TRP," she paused, and Adesh heard paper shuffling,
"32917, fire for effect! Hurry!"


"Copy
that."


Sergeant
Rahani signaled for Adesh, and then hailed the other two vehicles in their
group.


Adesh
picked up the map from the utility box inside the Chimera. He found the correct
Target Registration Point. It was the end of University Avenue. Part of the TRP
number was map grids, part of it was specific landmarks within the grid square
coordinates that had been specifically numbered for quick prior registration.
Once Adesh knew what the TRP was, he could run the math in his head to orient
the tank toward the correct location.


"Kufu,
swing forty degrees north-northwest. Nnenia, adjust elevation by twenty."


Kufu, surly
as usual, offered no response, but the tank started moving.


"Feeling
better?" Nnenia asked.


"I'm
dealing with it. Adjust elevation, please." Adesh gently replied.


Nnenia
nodded and turned the wheel.


Eshe stared
at them for a moment before loading in the first shell.


"Alright,
Tanker Suessen, we're coordinating fire. Please hang on." Rahani said.


"I've
got no other choice!" She shouted back. Distinct rifle reports sounded
near her.


Adesh felt
nervous from the sounds, and from the general situation.


It was not
panic; panic was for the war near one's skin.


It was just
a strange disquiet about his role.


There was a
battle happening somewhere far that he was now involved in.


Her life,
and that of her comrades, depended on him now.


And he
could only hear her cries and the noise on the line.


Checking
his instruments, he found everything aligned as it should be.


Adesh
nodded to Eshe.


"Firing
High Explosive!" Eshe called out.


Almost in
unison, the three Chimera opened fire into the distant sky.


Adesh
prayed he had done his math right.


 


City of Rangda, University
Avenue


 


The 8th Division's Lion Battalion were
starting, against all odds, to attack.


Caelia
could think of no other reason why she was seeing what seemed like dozens of
soldiers and horses and even a tank gathering at the end of University Avenue.


Cavalry
officers with swords in hand paraded around the arriving marching ranks.
Dismounted fast attack troops with long, bayonet-equipped rifles formed up
behind the third defensive line, taking what appeared to be a broad box
formation. As the cavalry got ready to attack, the third defensive line
gathered machine guns and mortars and anti-tank weaponry, and brought heavy
fire down across the avenue at the former attackers.


Such was
the volume of building fire that the second defensive line, captured by Red
Squadron before, was completely abandoned. Red Squadron huddled inside a nearby
building and Caelia crawled atop its roof, binoculars in hand, a radio at her
side, praying that she was not discovered. Meanwhile Blue and Yellow squadron
troops began to arrive and took up defenses behind Green, but all of them were
stalled. Though they might repulse the incoming attack, it was going to be
bloody unless something was done.


And the
crown jewel of the enemy arsenal was that tank. It was an old Orc, antiquated
compared to Harmony, but as a medium tank it was powerful in ways that
mattered. Two rotund machine gun turrets on its front defended it from
infantry, while a 76mm short-barreled artillery gun on its drum-like turret
enabled it to lay down devastating fire on fortifications. It was an old tank,
but it could still outshoot Harmony in direct combat, and was a deadly threat
to the infantry while sequestered behind enemy lines.


Whenever
that 76mm fired, Caelia could almost feel it under her own flesh.


Every
minute or so it fired one thick, broad red tracer across the avenue.


It had hit
their sandbags twice, and it had struck around Green Squadron's wall too.


Now it was
turning its turret before firing.


Caelia winced
immediately upon seeing the direction of this next shot.


Bracing
herself, she clung on to the roof as the building shook from a shell impact.


She heard
screams under her and grit her teeth. There was nothing she could do.


"Come
on, come on." She mumbled. She was not a trained artillery observer, but
she received enough cross training in it that she knew vaguely how to call for
fires.


Now it was
up the artillery to deliver. Holding her binoculars up, she watched with
held breath as the tank's turret continued to point their way, as the soldiers
started marching, as the bulk of a spirited enemy attack began to make its
deadly way down. They must have had at least a Company, and a Platoon was
all that could meet them at the Avenue.


Then Caelia
heard the tell-tale whistling of a shell flying overhead.


Nothing on
their line had fired at her; so it was her own artillery.


Soon as she
repositioned her binoculars and fixed on the enemy, she saw three large plumes
of smoke rise around the tank and sandbags. It was instantaneous, as if it were
not shells falling but explosives set off that were already there. Sandbags
collapsed out onto the floor in front of the defensive line, and wounded
soldiers shambled from the blast area in disarray, bleeding and dazed. A
machine gun was silenced, a mortar blown up, and the cavalry assembling behind
the defensive line started to split up for safety.


Behind the
smoke the enemy Orc tank started to limp back from the craters.


"Confirmed
effect on target!" Caelia called over the radio. "Adjust fire five
north!"


"Acknowledged!
Adjusting fire mission!" replied the pleasant but firm voice of the gun
unit sergeant, Rahani. Within a few seconds he called again. "Shells going
out!"


"Watching
for effect on target." Caelia called back, recalling the observer's rote.


Almost as
soon as she said this, the effect played out rather effectively on the
target.


Though the
shots were spread a little farther apart and the succession was much more
deliberate, Caelia could not quibble with the results. She watched the first
shell crash right behind the sandbags and scatter the defenders, destroying
their machine guns, killing their gunners, and almost instantly relieving the
pressure on Green Squadron.


One shell
seemed to fall off the road, hitting nothing.


The Orc
backed right into the final shell.


Like a
spear fallen from heaven, it smashed through the turret roof and exploded
inside the tank, ejecting its hatches, detonating the two front turrets as if
in a chain reaction and setting fire to the tank. From the gun, a plume of
smoke and tongues flame spilled out as if was equipped with a flamethrower
rather than a cannon. It was catastrophic damage.


"Kill
confirmed." Caelia replied. "Good kills 1st Battery."


"Any
adjustments?"


Caelia was
almost ready to breathe easy and call off the fire mission.


Inexplicably,
the 8th Division's Lion cavalry did not feel the same way.


With a
great clamor, a united shout and raised fists, the assembled masses of the Lion
battalion rushed past their defeated tank, vaulted over their crushed sandbag
walls and dead gunners, and began an all-out death charge against the lower
sandbag wall and against Red Squadron's little stronghold off the road.
Horses rode alongside them, spurring Lion's fighters to action. Rifles and
submachine guns flashed with the stoked fury of their wielders. A hundred men
and women, it seemed, were running down.


Bullets
started to whirl past Caelia, and she ducked and backed off the edge of the
roof.


"Continue
Fire Mission! Adjust fifteen down! We've got a column marching past the
previous targets! I need all available guns, now, right now!" Caelia
shouted.


"Acknowledged!
Adjusting fire mission!"


Traces of
gunfire flew out from under her, from inside the building. She briefly glanced
and saw tracers from Red and Green taking small bites out of the mass, but the
charge continued unabated, closing in meter by meter, undaunted by the
resistance.


There were
maybe eight people in fighting condition in her building and maybe twenty in
the first defensive line. They could not hope to turn back an enemy this
vehement.


Within the
cacophony and panic, she felt the disquiet of her own heart to an ever greater
extent. Her hands reached for the radio and she wanted to turn the knob, to
call Danielle, to just tell her, to just admit to herself what she wanted, to
throw away the fear. She, who had always known what to do with herself, what
she wanted to do; how did she end up in this situation? How did she go from
sound to silence in such a stark, maddening way?


Despite
everything the fingers would not move over the dial. She wept. She couldn't--


An operatic
boom annihilated her every thought.


For an
instant, feeling the roar of the shells, she thought they were meant for her.


Her beating
heart and untouched flesh proved quickly otherwise.


It was
University Avenue that was suffering this punishment.


Shells
started falling from the sky like a shower of stars.


Within the
fire and the smoke the charging warriors of the Lion Battalion disappeared.


Explosions
swept viciously across the road and street like the successive stomping
footsteps of a monster smashing and smashing away at cockroaches or ants,
trailing meter by meter, a creeping barrage that saturated what felt like the
entire Avenue with high explosive shells. It was only a select section, the
section Caelia had called during her adjustment, but the saturation fire was so
immense it seemed world ending.


Dozens of
shells fell in intervals of four or five seconds each, a rate of fire that
seemed impossible, inhuman. Amid the charging ranks, the blasts turned men to
mush, the fragments clipped runners like an invisible tripwire, and vast
swathes of humanity seemed to vaporize, there one moment and the next gone into
smoke and fire.


And the
sounds, oh the sounds! It was almost operatic, the rhythm, the vicious drumming
of fire and force on concrete, the sifting of skyward dust falling back to
earth, punctuated by the helpless, scattered reports of rifles, the almost
tinny sounds of machine guns. Caelia felt like she was in a macabre orchestra.
Had she done this? Was this her piece?


She had
thought there were hundreds of men coming for her and her comrades.


Now it
seemed that all of them were gone. That maybe they were never there.


"Kill
confirmed, Tank Commander Suessen?" Rahani jovially asked. He sounded
confident, despite being too far to see the handiwork of his troops.
"Everything sounds mighty peaceful over there, so I hope you're alright.
We can't do another of those."


Surveying
the devastation in shock and awe, Caelia could only call in the usual rote.


"Good
kills, 1st Battery."


Her fingers
were still tempted to switch the frequency, to call Danielle and confess.


But the
urgency was past. Instead, she just wanted to quietly contemplate the scene.


Her mind
was still trying to turn the whole thing into music.


What would
she title this piece? She had always been bad at titles.


Perhaps:
"The Way Into Muhimu Shimba."


 


 


 




 


 


































55. The Battle of Rangda III


 


52nd of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


 


Tambwe Dominance, City of
Rangda -- Rangda University Campus


 


"Lay down suppressing fire overhead!
We're storming the Research Library!"


Sergeant
Chadgura shouted out to her troops, her dull voice achieving an air of
strength.


Rushing up
from University Avenue, she and her forces were poised to lay siege. Sniper
bullets struck around their cover and stray machine gun fire swept the street,
but it did not slow their advance. Smoke cover went up, elements reorganized
and the attack pressed.


Machine
gunners from Green and Yellow squadrons rushed uphill along the edge of the
snaking road, making use of a brief smokescreen to cover their advance. Before
the cloud fully thinned, they dropped on their bellies on the streetside green,
using the curve of the hill to partially shield them from gunfire. Laying their
Danavas down on their bipods, the gunners opened fire at angle on the upper
floor windows of a massive square building overlooking the
streets, raking every second floor aperture. Continuous gunfire danced
between the windows, pitting the stucco exterior. Across the street an
allied group of machine gunners performed the same maneuver on a second,
opposite building.


Snipers and
machine gunners, once commanding the terrain from inside the red brick
buildings, quickly ducked away from the windows. They gave up their
advantage for safety.


This was
the best chance Sergeant Chadgura would get to invade the building and gain a
powerful foothold in the University District. She steeled herself; she would
seize it.


"Second
Platoon will take the building at nine o' clock, and we are going at three o'
clock! Move quickly; blocking group peels on contact, while the maneuver group
keeps running!"


As she
shouted this order, Chadgura stood up from behind a bus stop bench and rain
shield and held her pistol into the air. Wind swept up her short, silver-white
hair, and beads of sweat glistened over her dark skin. On her face was a stoic,
unaffected expression, with easy eyes and neutral lips. She looked like a brave
hero from a military poster.


Her
gallantry was not lost on her troops. A group of twelve riflemen and women from
her Green Squadron immediately left their cover in the vicinity of
the fighting and joined her as she rushed uphill and past her deployed machine
gunners. They ran without question.


Chadgura
ran the fastest and hardest and it showed. She ran with abandon, her sense of
pain and exhaustion and fear blunted, so that the palpitations of her heart and
the raggedness of her breathing and the struggling of the muscles in her limbs
felt distant and disassociated. She ran from the fog in her head and ran
headlong into the fray instead.


"For
Corporal Kajari! Charge!" She shouted, feeling a desperate pang in her
heart.


"Oorah!"
her comrades shouted back. She could almost feel their own rising spirits too.


Unbeknown
to them the Sergeant was not sweating from mere heat and not
screaming with h0t-blooded spirit. She was wracked with pain and stress not
evident in her voice or mannerisms. She was conditioned to fight on
regardless of this; and so she fought on.


Soon as her
feet hit the top of the hill she aimed her pistol and laid down fire
mid-run, smashing the glass panels of a long basement level window sinking into
the lawn at the building's far wall. Rifle shots rang out between the volleys
of her allied machine guns. Tracers swept past her from the door to the
Research Library and struck the turf.


There were
riflemen stationed at the building's ground floor doorway, leaning out of the
cover of the doorway to fire on her. She felt chips of earth and concrete come
flying at her legs and feet as snap shots struck the ground around her as she
ran. She did not retaliate.


She was
part of the maneuver group, and so she bounded forward. Others would cover her.


Behind her,
three riflemen peeled from her group, took a knee atop the hill and engaged the
enemy, shooting into the hallway partially concealed behind the glass panels
and wooden frames of the doors. Well-timed long rifle shots on the door kept
the enemy in the hallway from leaning out to fight, temporarily silencing the
ground floor's gunfire.


Machine gun
fire flashed out from behind the hill and struck the second floor overhead,
sending bits of the masonry and spent lead raining down over the maneuver
group. Both the snipers and the ground floor defenders offered only scattered
resistance, unable to deny the movements of their advancing enemies. Chadgura
raised a fist in the air.


Her
covering group saw the gesture and got ready for their new task.


"You
saw her! We're assaulting the front! Grenade out!" a man shouted behind
her.


A safety pin
clicked off. A can-shaped grenade went flying and rolling over stairway
handrails in front of the building. It slipped in between half-open doors
into the Library.


Chadgura
heard the explosion go off to her side as she made it to the window she shot
out. Six of her troops hurried past her, coming in from the hilltop she had
left behind. They shouldered their rifles, stacking at the door with
pistols, grenades and machetes in hand.


Half her
squadron followed her to the corner of the building and crouched with her on
the edge of the lawn. Chadgura and three soldiers guarded the broken basement
window, while three others crouched and slid inside. From the sounds of it,
they had a rough landing. It was an actual drop, from the ground roof to the
floor of the basement level. Chadgura could not make out what was directly
under them below, and had only a few dozen centimeters-wide glimpse at the
long rows of book shelves and ceiling lights.


After a few
seconds of low mumbling and groaning the entry team regrouped.


"There's
a table down here that'll break your fall!" one woman shouted up.


She sounded
mildly irritated, and likely still in much pain.


Chadgura
unceremoniously ducked under the window and rolled inside herself.


Misjudging
the height, she slammed side-first into the aforementioned table.


Very real
pain shot through her whole body, and she felt the wind go out of her.


Her face
contorted subtly, and her movements were sluggish, shaken.


None of her
own self would allow her to really emote, to cry out or
gnash her teeth.


Instead,
stone-faced, she struggled to her feet, silently shaking.


Partially
standing from the table, she raised her hands and clapped them softly.


Behind her,
the two remaining soldiers dropped clumsily inside and landed hard on the
tiled floor behind the table, missing the mark altogether. Neither recovered
very quickly.


They had
all landed in a small reading area surrounded by the basement's shelves.


There was
little time to take in the surroundings. Becoming stuck in here would spell
death. Upstairs, they heard the sounds of individual shots fired, audible
beneath the cacophony of the machine guns and snipers dueling outside. That
must have been the ground floor team, engaging the enemy. Chadgura had no
rifle, and ordered those who did to either shoulder it or affix bayonets. One
woman had a submachine gun. Everyone else switched to their pistols -- the
bundu was too long to wield in confined spaces.


Chadgura
withdrew a machete from her belt.


She wielded
it one hand with an automatic pistol in the other.


Raising it
like a cavalry sword, she ordered her fire team to hug the basement wall and
follow it through the shelves. Two soldiers with bayonets led the team,
followed by the submachine gunner, and Chadgura near the rear with the rest of
the team. On one side they had a stark white wall, and on the other the long
lines of black shelves filled with labeled books. At any point an enemy
with an automatic weapon could have turned that cramped lane into a killing
field, but none did. Chadgura's group followed the wall down to a corner, and
turned into another reading area that was also empty. There was a recess with a
staircase inside, as well as an elevator. Chadgura did not trust the latter to
be safe.


"Up
the stairs. Private Ngebe, you first."


She nodded
to the submachine gunner, who nodded back. Ngebe was a bright-eyed,
curly-haired girl that seemed ill at ease, but she was as trained as anyone
there. Despite the perplexed look on her face, Ngebe carried out her duties
well. Stepping carefully toward the recess, the submachine gunner stacked
against the outer wall, quickly leaned in with her weapon to scout the room,
and then proceeded inside carefully. Chadgura and the rest of the team
followed, keeping out of sight of the staircase steps until Private Ngebe had
taken a step and raised her weapon to the next landing. She raised her hand and
urged them forward. Carefully, the team ascended the steps, keeping watchful
eyes overhead.


An
automatic weapon was vital to command access to obstacles like staircases.


But it
seemed the enemy had not thought to defend the basement at all.


No
sentries, no mines or traps, not even a locked door.


At the top
of the stairs, Ngebe and Chadgura simply burst through an unlocked
door and immediately joined the ground floor battle from directly behind the
enemy defenses.


They
entered a square lobby connecting the front hallway to the building proper.
Behind a desk reinforced with sandbags a Khroda machine gun blasted the hallway
and forced the entry team to duck behind the narrow strip of brick supporting
the interior doorway. Already the door itself had been shredded. Three enemies
crouched behind the reinforced desk, and a fourth man well inside the room directed
the gunfire from within a stairwell.


Chadgura
raised her pistol and shot this last man first, striking the side of his head.


He had
barely hit the ground dead when Private Ngebe turned her gun on the desk.


She winced
anxiously as she held down the trigger and hosed the defenders down.


Nothing
that could be called battle unfolded from this -- stricken by a hail of
automatic gunfire at their backs, circumventing all of their protections, the
defenders collapsed suddenly, their bodies riddled with bullets. Blood
pooled over the sandbags and splashed the interior of the Khroda's metal
shield. In an instant the room grew dead silent.


The
Sergeant wasted no time contemplating the scene.


"Entry
team, form up!" Chadgura ordered.


From the
hallway, the entry team crossed inside over the bits of door debris.


Now
Chadgura had her whole squadron back, and without casualties.


She picked
out one man and urged him out the door. "Go outside and signal for the
rest to move in. We'll advance upstairs to the main library." Nodding, the
man hurried out to do as he was told. Chadgura turned her attention to the rest
of the squadron. "Reserves will sweep and hold the ground floor,
while we secure the rest of the building. Move out."


Clapping
her hands -- for effect rather than anxiety -- Chadgura and her squadron
inspected the stairways up to the second floor with the same caution that they
approached the ones from the basement to the ground floor. Submachine gunners
approached first, poised as they were to defend themselves from ambush with
automatic gunfire. There were two staircases from the lobby, on opposite sides.
Chadgura split her squadron into two fire teams and then she accompanied her
original team up the leftmost stairway.


Quietly and
carefully as they could, the squadron climbed each step without incident.


At the top,
Chadgura and Private Ngebe left the stairwell first.


Soon as
Chadgura set foot on the second floor landing a bullet struck the wall
just a centimeter off from her cheek. She felt the force of the impact and
winced. Though the mental shock was muted, the response from her body was
visibly the same as anyone's.


Chadgura
ducked blindly behind the frame of stairwell opening to avoid the attack.


Several
more rifle rounds flew past her. She heard a wet choking sound follow.


"Throw
a grenade!" She ordered.


Some
suppressed portion of her brain wanted to turn that into a visceral, echoing
scream, but the words came out as a dull, slightly higher pitched cry that was
still typical to her.


Nevertheless,
she heard that grenade go flying out, thrown from the stairwell.


There was a
deafening blast several dozen meters outside.


Chadgura
waited a few seconds before leaning out and firing her pistol into the room.


Through the
thinning smoke she caught a glimpse of where they were.


Ahead of
them stretched a vast and broad room that seemed to encompass the entire floor.
There were hundreds of shelves full of books to either side of a broad central
space with tables and lamps. Many tables had been flipped over for cover. Several
that had been stacked close to form a barricade in the center of the room had
been blown to pieces by the grenade, killing and exposing the riflemen hidden
behind them. There were men behind the tables, men hiding among the shelves,
and a few men running between positions.


Behind her,
one of her own men had been shot and was dragged downstairs. There was little
room to hide or maneuver in the stairwell; most of her squadron was hidden down
the steps. Private Ngebe was hiding behind the stairwell doorframe on the side
opposite Chadgura's own. This was the only place she could fit into and only
one person could fit.


Chadgura could
almost make out her remaining squadron on the far side of the room.


There were
fewer positions opposing them than those opposing her.


Flipping on
her radio pack, she called out, "Section, attack the central
defenses!"


She waved
to Private Ngebe, and reloaded her pistol.


At her
signal, both of them leaned out and engaged the central defenses. Chadgura's
pistol was automatic, and the same caliber pistol round as Private Ngebe's
submachine gun, but its rate of fire was much lesser. Her fire flew in
fits and starts, striking tables and floors and bookshelves inaccurately;
Private Ngebe's gunfire was continuous and accurate, fired from the shoulder,
sweeping over the enemy's cover and along its edges and forcing the defenders
of the central position to cower in fear of being stricken wherever could be
seen.


Cower they
did, but only momentarily.


Seconds
into Chadgura's attack, from behind the defenders the second fireteam started
shooting. A second submachine gun burned its ammunition, and this one had
little to contend with and a likely unintruded view of the enemy's backs.
Pistols joined the volley and the volume of gunfire saturated the area.
Suddenly the enemy found themselves enfiladed, caught between two pincers of
brutal automatic fire. Chadgura could not see through the tables facing her,
but she saw small holes punctured in the wooden cover; she heard the screams and
shouts; she saw blood spatter, and saw wounded men trying to run.


Private
Ngebe's gun clicked empty, and she ducked behind the doorframe to reload.


Chadgura
ducked behind as well.


Out in the
library the gunfire did not abate.


Over the
radio, Chadgura heard a man cry, "Grenade out! Take cover!"


This was
soon followed by a blast in the middle of the room.


When
Chadgura peeked out of the doorframe again, she found the barricade of upturned
tables scattered in pieces, blown apart into bullet-riddled debris over
isolated corpses and spreading pools of blood. There was not a living man still
deluded enough to take cover in the mess. All of them had dispersed into the
ranks of shelves, putting anything between themselves and the
omnidirectional killing field the center of the library had become.


Chadgura
grabbed hold of her microphone and shouted, as much as she could, "All
units advance and clear the room! Shoot through the shelves! Don't let them
regroup!"


From behind
her, the soldiers ducking down the steps came charging out.


Raising her
pistol, Chadgura rushed out with them, and Ngebe followed.


Dispersing
across the width of the room the column advanced. Pistols flashed repeatedly,
shooting diagonally through the ranks of shelving units to avoid hitting their counterparts
across the room. Lines of red tracers punched through books and wooden shelves
and sent paper flying into the air. There was no resistance. Two submachine
guns and a half-dozen automatic pistols systematically laid waste to the room,
cutting a swathe across what seemed like a hundred rows of shelves each
towering over the bloodshed. Rifle-caliber fire from the bayonet-bearing bundu
punched through several shelves at once with each shot.


Within
moments the last shot was fired and there were no sounds of resistance.


Checking
between each row they found blood and bodies, some dead, many wounded.


Pleas of
surrender went out from those still alive enough to know their plight


Papers
soared and glided through the air like a cloud of white and yellow butterflies,
stacking on the floor wherever they fell, turning crimson where there was
blood. Several damaged shelves collapsed spontaneously as if awaiting the end
of the violence. There was a partial domino effect on one end of the room, a
dozen shelves falling over and crushing several men beneath their bulk;
Chadgura's forces steered clear of this as they marched.


Regrouping
in the center of the room, Green Squadron exchanged clear reports.


Once sure
that the situation was well in hand, Chadgura called over the radio.


"Second
floor clear. Ground team, what's your status?"


"Ground
looks clear so far Sergeant. Should we join up?" one of the men responded.


"Send
four of you. Everyone else barricade the basement and guard the lobby."


After
clearing the room, Chadgura completed her picture of its layout. She found the
accursed second floor windows that she was being shot from earlier, vacant, at
least one abandoned machine gun left lying there. And she found the next set of
stairs, and once more stacked up at the stairwell. Ngebe took the lead again,
and again Chadgura followed her up. Six fresh soldiers including four from the
ground team followed behind her.


This time
they were more cautious, and peered into the upper floor before fully climbing
up the stairs. Nobody was shooting at the landing. In fact nobody was out in
the open in the third floor. There was only a long hallway with closed doors to
a dozen rooms. Austere brown carpets and beige walls, windowless showed no sign
of tampering. Still, Chadgura was not going to take any chances. She called the
ground floor and had a package brought.


On the
closest and farthest doors explosives were quietly affixed.


Wire was
drawn back to the stairwell.


Chadgura
and her team hid, counted, and electrically set off the bombs.


In quick
succession four blasts blew through the room.


Doors blew
off their hinges and walls partially crumbled. Fires danced over splintered
wooden supports and burnt carpet. Smoke swept across the hallway and into the
rooms. Dust sifted from the cracked roof shimmering with the rays of the
rising morning sun outside, while splintered walls unveiled the clouded
remains of reading rooms.


"Clear
the rooms." Chadgura ordered.


Nodding
heads; her soldiers donned gas masks and quickly spread among the doors and
through the holes in the walls. Chadgura donned her mask and followed Ngebe
into one of the nearest doors, pistol on hand. Behind the smashed doorway she
found a room full of injured men and women, their weapons discarded or broken,
coughing and choking with every wound conceivable from broken bones to
missing fingers and limbs and cuts and bruises of all kinds, disoriented and
mildly burned and concussed and dazed by the blasts. They crawled under
upturned tables, behind fallen shelves and smashed file cabinets.


Across the
floor, Chadgura heard the cries of "Clear!" come echoing from every
corner.


She
wandered through the debris and bodies, feeling nothing for them.


Her heart
was always a little dull; today it was absent entirely.


It was
somewhere else, with another person, one who needed it more.


"All
clear." She called on the radio. "Send medics up. We've got a lot of
enemy wounded in grave need of treatment. Tell the ambulance and supply trucks
it's okay to move in."


University
Avenue was conquered, and now they had a castle from which to guard the Main
Street. They were only a step from Muhimu Shimba. It felt like they had been
fighting for days, but in reality a handful of hours passed. It was not even
the proper time for lunch.


Chadgura
started out of the building posthaste.


She feared
that if she stopped moving, she would have gone back to her.


And though
she wanted nothing more to stare at Gulab, to see her rest angelic and to
suffer with her every second that she was not awake and aware among them,
Chadgura knew that Gulab would not be safe until Muhimu Shimba was taken. She
had to move.


"Orange
squadron and Purple squadron move up, with me. We're on the attack."















City of Rangda -- University Avenue, Earlier


 


"Caelia, was that really--"


Danielle
stood dumbfounded at the doorway to the squadron's impromptu stronghold,
watching as dozens of shells fell from the sky over the heads of the 8th
Division's cavalry.


She had thought
she would watch a hundred men come tear her to pieces, her heart filled with
regrets and desires that were so agonizingly close and so devastatingly far,
and yet--


Seemingly a
hundred black plumes of smoke billowed up from the earth over the course of a
minute, consuming men and destroying weapons and raging with the sharp flashes
of an inner fire. Horses fell forward hind over head, sent spiraling into
the ground, dead and broken, by the explosions. Men fell apart and dropped
on their faces and flew into the air as if attacked by an invisible reaper. Red
trails came down from the sky and partitioned it a hundred ways, creating a
webwork that traced each explosion to a shooter far, far away.


Of course,
it was not Caelia who took these shots, but she had summoned them.


In so
doing, it made Danielle ascribe that power to her, and she stood in awe of it.


"Danielle,
you copy?"


Caelia's
voice sounded over the radio, cutting the silence of the pockmarked
battlefield.


Danielle
raised her hand to her headset, a little smile dawning on her dazed face.


"Yes
ma'am. Thank you for the save there."


"Nah,
that wasn't me. That was a comrade half a city away, I guess."


Danielle
heard the voice both through her microphone and in the vicinity.


She turned around
from the door and found Caelia walking into the room with a small smile on her
face and a large radio box attached to her hip belt and vest by leather
straps. She unplugged herself from it and acknowledged her partner, making eye
contact across a room of hunkered-down riflemen and women in mild shock.
Danielle almost considered running at her and giving her a hug, but she thought
that might have been too awkward.


Also, she
might have had to step on some people to get to her anyway.


Instead
they shared a little smile from afar, savoring at least that little bit across
the personal distance they faced. Unable to cross it, and yet, Danielle
thought, not alone.


For now, it
was enough that they were alive and supporting one another.


Everything
else could be put on a friendly hold for the moment.


With the
8th Division counter-attack on University Avenue repelled, reinforcements began
to move up from the positions on the lower street. Green and Yellow Squadron
arrived and personally began to aid with the wounded. There were promises of
ambulances and supply trucks over the radio. Ammunition was desperately needed.
Harmony was nearly out of high caliber ordnance and had gone through most of
its 7.62mm rounds.


Other
people were tending to the important things. Danielle felt restless.


Caelia
stood off to one side and talked to various incoming squadron-level officers in
turn about what happened. She looked put-upon by the attention, and Danielle
wanted to say a comforting word, but she felt like she would have been nothing
but a pest in this situation. She was just a driver and mechanic. She thought
she could hardly be considered a soldier. She hadn't done anything to protect
anyone when the 8th Division counterattacked.


All she had
done was stand around like a fool and pray everything would be fine.


Danielle
did not want to intrude or become a distraction to Caelia, so she stepped out
back, where Harmony had been hidden from that nasty Orc once dominating the
upper street.


The Orc was
now a wreck, but Harmony had not come out of it unharmed.


Throughout
the day she had taken some abuse. There were pits where armor-piercing machine
gun rounds had been used against it, to minimal but visible effect. There was
one mean dent on Danielle's hatch, where a BKV bullet nearly punched through.
It would have turned her head to pulp on a successful penetration. On its side,
Harmony had a small slash mark where an exploding penetrator had nearly hit
them. It detonated prematurely.


Sighing,
Danielle walked around the side of the tank and lifted open the storage space.


She
withdrew her welding gas tanks and a welding torch, as well as the spare track
links from inside the storage space. From her own pack she withdrew a welding
mask -- she often kept it handy as a makeshift helmet. Sliding the gas tanks
around Harmony's side, she connected the hose to the welding torch and climbed
up onto the front of the tank.


Setting a
track link up against the wound on her front hatch, Danielle started up
the torch and put down her mask. She put the fire to the metal link,
welding it against the hull to patch up the pockmark. Soon her hatch was more
or less reliably armored again, with the metal link covering up the
front-center of it, right where her face would be behind it.


Satisfied
with this arrangement, she picked out another track link, hopped off the side
of the tank and began to weld the link to the long flank wound. Link by link,
she nearly built a third makeshift track burnt flat against the side armor of
the tank. In this fashion she covered up the dent and more or less
restored the integrity of Harmony's weak flank.


Mechanical
work was almost soothing. Danielle was not especially good at it and she knew
it. She did not consider herself especially good at anything, but in mechanics
she had a very basic understanding; she could fix the tank tracks, tune-up the
engine, and do simple weld jobs, but she was no engineer. However, like casual
tank driving, it was something that she could become consumed by when she had
to do it. When she was focused on these tasks, the world turned on its axis all
around her with great ease, and time simply passed.


Two things
assisted her focus. One was her fascination with tanks. Working on Harmony was
a joy because Harmony was a tank. She was a new tank; a kind of tank that was
not in her books. A tank built for two, with a 45mm gun, decent armor for a
lightweight vehicle, decent speed, and a unique engine and turret layout.
Harmony was a very novel machine. And everything Danielle did to Harmony made
it more her own and less anyone else's.


A close
second, or perhaps a phantom first, was her storied, special friend, Caelia
Suessen.


Danielle
wanted desperately to protect Caelia, to keep her safe, to carry her through
the duties both of them had, for their own reasons, taken on, and been thrust
together into. She had no weapons; Caelia had all the weapons. Danielle's
weapons were her steering sticks and her mechanical tools. These track links
were a weapon to protect Caelia.


With that
in mind, Danielle could not help but to focus, to become consumed by work.


It was work
worth doing, work that needed doing. Work that made her feel valuable.


And so it
was work that she continued doing with a single-minded purpose.


Track links
and torch in hand, she had one last armor vulnerability to patch.


Climbing on
the tank, Danielle absentmindedly started to work on the turret.


She set a
track link up against a deformed portion of the gun mantlet.


She raised
her torch.


"Having
fun up there?"


Startled,
Danielle slashed a careless but shallow burn mark across Harmony's mantlet.


"Oh
no!"


Behind her,
Caelia stood on her tiptoes with her hands over her mouth.


Danielle
quickly regained control of her tools, and cursed herself for looking foolish.


She shut off
the torch, pulled up her mask and smiled innocently.


"Hujambo!
I'm just getting the tank ready. How did things go back there?"


Caelia
shook her head, fists to her hips. "It's a mess honestly. Sergeant
Chadgura should be here soon. Now that the way is clear, we should be getting
more reinforcements."


"Will
we get more ammo? Because that's what we need."


"I
know." Caelia shrugged. "We don't have priority for ammo apparently.
It is what it is."


Danielle
shook her head. "I guess the tank battalion's getting it all."


"I
guess. I don't know."


Caelia's
head dipped a little. Danielle felt a strong urge to lift her chin up.


Had she
been anywhere near her, she would have -- and called her cute, too!


In her
dreams anyway -- she hadn't the courage for it.


Instead she
rubbed her hands awkwardly on her welding torch.


Both of
them grew quiet for a moment.


"Um,
need any help?" Caelia asked.


Danielle
blinked. Usually it was she who broke the awkward silence first.


Taking this
as a sign of enthusiasm from Caelia, Danielled perked up.


"Yes!
Hand me those track links when I tell you!"


Caelia
nodded, and approached the pile of track links Danielled had left on the hull.


"Do
these help stop penetrations at all?" She asked.


"They're
one centimeter thick, and our glacis armor is 3.5 centimeters thick. So if you
think about it we're adding an extra quarter armor in patches." Danielle
said excitedly.


Caelia
whistled and smiled. "You're really into these things aren't you?"


"Well,
you know." Danielle scratched her curly black hair awkwardly.


"Yes,
I do know!" Caelia replied, sweeping a bit of her own loose hair behind
her ear.


They stared
for a moment with little awkward smiles.


Caelia then
quietly picked up one of the links and handed it to Danielle.


Danielle
reached down to pick it up, and as her fingers entwined around the metal link
she found the hand coming closer, and the attached young woman closer still.


Caelia
climbed up atop the tank's front and held the link in place.


She was standing
right beside Danielle. They were so close!


Danielle
felt the cloth strap on one of her partner's belt pouches brush against
her.


Her face
grew a little hot.


"It's
easier this way. Weld it tight now." Caelia said.


Caelia
pressed a little against her. Her warmth could be felt through her bodysuit.


Danielle
purged her thoughts and forced herself stiffly toward the turret.


She started
the torch, her neck and back tingling with an awkward, delicious sensation.


She put the
fire to the metal, and before the first sparks flew by she was startled again.


This time
it was by an odd sound at a strange pitch, deep and disaffected but oddly loud.


"Gulab!"


Caelia
turned over her shoulder. Danielle shut off and set down her torch.


Sergeant
Chadgura arrived at Red Squadron's impromptu FOB and immediately fixated on the
row of wounded lying wrapped in green blankets in the back of the room. Healthy
soldiers made way for her as she rushed across the room and knelt next to the
gently groaning body of the Corporal, eyes shut, lying against a corner of the
room, breathing roughly. One of the medics in attendance stood just off to the
side, averting his eyes.


"We
should go in." Danielle said, putting down her torch.


"I
guess." Caelia replied, dipping her head down again.


Together
they climbed down from the tank and headed back inside the building.


Sergeant
Chadgura stood over the unconscious Corporal Kajari without expression in her
face. She mumbled something. She was staring intently, her hand was subtly
shaking, and her movements were very stiff and labored. Danielle found it plain
to see that she was agitated, though she knew Sergeant Chadgura was not one to
allow such things to show.


When she
turned around to face Caelia, Danielle thought she saw a flash of anguish, as though
there were a second face beneath the Sergeant's skin that cried out for
release.


"What
happened?" She asked.


Her tone of
voice was a touch louder than normal, but sounded as unaffected as ever.


Caelia
shook her head and sighed. "Red Squadron took a barricade and a tank shot
it out from up the street. She got hit by fragments. All her wounds are surface
level and the medic removed the shards, but the shock might've concussed her.
We don't know."


Chadgura
held her hands vaguely in front of her but no further.


"How
long has she been like this?"


"Minutes,
really. Maybe a half hour." Caelia said. She turned to the medic.


At their
side, a man with a red cross armband on his uniform
cowered.


"Sorry
ma'am." the medic said sheepishly. "There's
not much I or anyone can do for her right now, but it's also not safe to
transport her either. Shaking her up too much might upset her condition. She's
not going to bleed out and her breathing is stable, so she is well alive.
Whether she'll wake up in the same condition as before is too early to
tell."


Chadgura
quickly replied. "Will she wake up?"


Both Caelia
and the medic cowered further.


"I,"
the medic stammered, "I'm sorry, I should rephrase, I don't know if she
will--"


Chadgura
turned around and walked out of the door without another word to the medic.


At the
doorway into the FOB Chadgura spoke loudly and forcefully, as much as her
demeanor would allow and as if to the room and not to any individual soldier in
it.


"Red Squadron
will enter reserve. I will advance with the rest."


She stepped
past the threshold of the door and disappeared behind the exterior walls.


Danielle,
Caelia and the medic stood in place, still frozen by the Sergeant's departure.


Everyone
watched the door as if anything more would come through it.


Danielle
broke free of her trance and sidled up to Caelia, resting her head against her.


Caelia made
no movement but to sigh and stare at the door wistfully.


Behind
them, Corporal Kajari moaned, trapped in some agony unknown to all of them.


She was
visibly in a bad way. Her honey-brown skin was slightly discolored. Her long
hair, once wrapped in a neat braid, was disheveled. Her soft, slender face was
in turmoil, her jaw set, her eyes shut hard, sweat rolling down her brow and
cheeks.


Danielle
wondered whether she felt anything in that sleep.


She hoped
that Sergeant Chadgura could at least be close to her in those fitful dreams.


 


Xxnd of the Hazel's Frost,
20xx D.C.E


 


Kucha Mountain Range --
Dhoruba Peak


 


In their ignorance they called
them Rock
Bears. There was precious little bear to them.


What the
people of the Kucha hunted was a monster. Veins full of cold blood that cared
not for the cold, hidden under hard, jagged skin like a coat of organic stone.
When infuriated the veins pumped red with some ethereal force, some leftover
magic from the ancient times that still sparked in their dense bodies. Long,
slitted eyes appraised prey from the side of a wide, tapered head. Long,
tough forearms supported a broad trunk and thick, powerful hind legs
perpetually curled as if to spring. And spring it did; launching itself from
its hind legs, kicking behind it a storm of snow, the Rock Bear took off into
the air.


Catching a
tree with its long arms, it spun over the hunters, avoiding several gunshots.


Coming out
of the spin, the beast pounced upon a man hind legs first and crushed him.


Cruel claws
unfurled from its thick, boulder-like fists and sliced the corpse viciously.


Rifle bullets
and shotgun shells rang out within the mountain forest of Dhoruba.


Flat-headed
slugs bounced off the armor of the beast, but the sharp 7.62 mm rounds of
the bundu rifle
penetrated at close range. Blood spurted from wounds on the monster's shoulder,
blooming wherever a bullet caught. Across its body the patchwork of glowing
veins flashed, severed in places where wounds and blood obscured the
luminescent shell.


Setting its
fists back on the ground, the Rock Bear leaped into the middle of the hunters.


Enduring a
second volley from a half-dozen guns, the monster seized a man each in its
fists, lifted them into the air with ease and bashed them together like the
toys of a callous child, beating and beating them to twisted mush. Its
perpetually crooked mouth slipped a few centimeters to bare teeth, giving the
monster the appearance of a malevolent grin.


There was
too much blood flying in the buffeting, snowy wind, too many cries echoing
through the wood, and too much of a beast in sight, for the child to have remained
calm.


From the
child's mouth came a primal screech. Legs pounded and feet rushed with sudden
abandon. Into the wood the child fled. There was no sense of direction, no
purpose to the flight, save to escape, save not to see. Callously the men had brought
the child to become one of their own, to see the horrors that lay in the dark
corners of the world. At the sight of the beast that had become the eternal
enemy of their tribe, the Child now refused.


Tears
streamed down the Child's face, nearly freezing in the cold. Behind their back
the bear-headed hood of their cloak flapped. Wind that had seemed such an
impediment to the climb to Dhobura now offered no resistance to the Child's
flight. There were screams, left behind, but they could sound no louder than
the screams in the child's own head.


"Come
back, Gulab!" shouted a familiar voice. Another set of running footsteps.


Gulab could
not stop. Her body would not allow it. As if in response she screamed again.


At once the
Rock Bear's head turned deep into the woods where the child had fled.


Its killer
instinct piqued by the unmistakable sound of prey, it charged after the child.


Forelegs
sprang, and the long forearms struck the ground knuckles first, carving up the
snow and pulling the body forward. Its running gait was streamlined despite its
ungainly assortment of limbs. Faster than any being its size had a right to be,
the Rock Bear leaped over ditches, kicked off trees, swung from branches and
navigated jagged rock and ice.


Within
seconds it was clearing enough forest to make up for the minutes Gulab had run.


Gulab felt
the monster bearing down on her, felt the stomping steps, the shattering of
trees, the disruption of the incoming winds, blocked as they were by the fleshy
hulk.


She turned
her head over her shoulder, grit her teeth, and saw the shadow near.


Crying and
screaming for help she dropped to the ground and the beast swept over.


The Rock
Bear struck clean through a nearby tree.


Blood from
the monster's seeping wounds rained over Gulab as the beast passed her.


From her
coat, she withdrew a small revolver pistol and raised it in shaking hands.


She sat up,
pushing herself back on the snow and kicking her legs frantically to try to
escape, while keeping her wildly shaking weapon arm trained on the monster
ahead.


In her mind
her father's words struck blows that shook her to her core.


"Man
up already! Stop crying so much! Stop complaining! Do as you're told!"


She felt
him chastising her even as the monster hit the forest floor, as it turned
around to face her, as it neared, as its jaw unhinged and its long, forked
tongue snaked in and out.


"Aren't
you strong? You're a son of the Chief! You rule over this mountain!"


His voice
continued to yell at her. She saw his face contorted in disgust at the state of
her.


In the
small, hatefully glowing eyes of the monster, Gulab saw her fate.


Her death
would be her own fault.


It would
not even be her death, it would be his, but it would still be her fault.


Even at her
age Gulab painfully understood this.


She could win
at chess all she wanted. She could boast all she wanted. She could make up any
amount of tall tales for the village girls. She could grow and braid her hair
all she wanted. She could play dress up and cry and practice her high
voice all she wanted. But this was what she would be
judged for, what was real. Everything else was fake.


Her finger
could not pull the trigger. Slowly the monster advanced.


The Rock
Bear did not understand how much Gulab wished nobody had to kill it.


How much
the men of the village fighting it was pointless, wasteful, a shameful act of
violence as much upon themselves as against the beast. She wished she had
the words to say that, she wished he had the words to say
that, maybe they would listen if he said it. They wanted her
to be him but even when she tried to speak
as him none
of it mattered.


At first
she was the little child without a hair on her face who talked big about
hunting and fighting and chess to make up for a difference in size, in
conviction, in capacity for the casual violence of men and lacking the
signifiers of their strength and dominance.


Now she was
a nuisance, a shame. Now the gods frowned on her transgressions.


And maybe
when this creature ate her they would all cheer instead of mourn.


Her eyes fixed
upon the monster's eyes.


One big,
grey and brown, heavily bloodied fist curled to strike.


Gulab did
not wince. Perhaps her tears had frozen her eyes open.


Down came
the hand, launching both a punch and a swipe at once.


"Gulab!"


From behind
her, a shotgun slug severed one of the digits as it closed.


The Rock
Bear cried out and swung its arm into the air in pain.


Gulab felt
an arm scoop her up.


"You'll
be alright Gulab! I've got you!"


Grandfather,
shotgun in one hand, child in the other. Gulab was speechless.


The Rock
Bear set its hateful slitted eyes on him and swept its arm.


Gulab
screamed. Grandfather leaped.


His feet
went clean over the monster's arm.


Grandfather flicked
his arm, popping open the breech of his shotgun.


"Gulab,
load it!"


They hit
the ground again.


Gulab
seized a shell from his pocket and pressed it into position.


Grandfather
flicked his wrist again, closing the gun. Gulab cocked it.


The Rock
Bear roared. Grandfather aimed and fired with one hand.


From the
end of the barrel came a spray of buckshot.


On the
exposed red flesh of the inside of its mouth erupted a dozen gushing wounds.


Grandfather
flicked again.


"Gulab!"


Nodding,
she grabbed another shell--


Out of
nowhere came that bloody, flying fist, faster than ever.


Grandfather
went flying. Gulab fell from his protective embrace and hit the snow again.


"Grandpa!"
she cried.


The Rock
Bear turned into its swing, putting the bulk of its scaly back to her.


Somewhere
in front, obscured by the pouncing beast, Grandfather cried and squirmed.


She saw the
monster's arms go up, and down, and she saw blood splashing but not the whole
of what was happening. She felt a sense of alarm that made her arms move
quickly.


From the
floor she seized her revolver.


Without
thinking she pulled the trigger once, twice.


"Stop
it! Leave him alone!"


Sparks flew
off the monster's back as the bullets struck it. It
was like shooting metal.


"Stop
it! Just die! Just die!"


Gulab cried
out viciously, shooting and shooting. She went through her whole revolver,
effortlessly reloaded it from a prepared cylinder, snapped it closed and raised
it again.


"JUST
DIE!"


This fight
was no longer wasteful, and the creature was no longer harmless and invaded. It
was the aggressor, it was the monster, and she had to kill it. She had to kill
it because it was killing grandfather and she could not allow that, she would
not allow that. Nobody in her village had to die, nobody had to hurt, and she
felt then she would kill anyone, destroy anything, maim and torture and burn
and rip apart alive any creature to save--


At that
instant, she felt something snap in the environment, snap in her weapon.


Her last
bullet exploded out of the gun as if pushed out of it.


There was a
surreal cry that exploded from her mouth along with the bullet.


Through the
monster's neck, into its brain and out into the heavens went the lead.


The Rock
Bear's violence left it completely. Its arms went limp. Its legs buckled.


Finally
given peace, the beast ceased to glow and to scream and to thrash.


All of its
mass fell forward like a tree snapped at the trunk.


It fell,
bloody and maimed and lifeless, over Grandfather.


Gulab fell
too. She fell back, eyes full of tears, uncomprehending of everything.


What had
happened?


Where had
all of that come from?


Where was
Grandfather? She did not understand. Her little heart beat fiercely.


She
searched herself for answers, curled up in a little ball in the snow.


In her mind
those final few moments would play out over and over, perhaps forever.


Grandfather,
the only person who believed her, who believed in her. In her.


Where was
he? Who had made him leave?


Was it her?


She did not
know then that the Chief's answer, her father's answer would be--


"Grandfather
died because he was a weak man. But you were strong, Gulab."


She would never
believe that. That her tall tales were simultaneously true and false.


It simply
could not be. Whatever had happened on that peak, nobody understood it.
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After the Research Library fell into
their hands, Sergeant Chadgura's platoon finally had the chance to converge
with the 2nd Company's advance force. Thus the assault on main
street and the university began in earnest. Machete raised into the air,
pistol in hand, Chadgura and two dozen men and women joined over a hundred
fresh troops from the barracks, who had taken the less direct route to the
University. Regrouping into a three-tiered, arrow-shaped column, the force left
main street and pressed their advantage.


Men and
women rushed through the streets in groups of six to twelve, keeping
several meters of distance between themselves and the nearest fire team. Light
gunfire fell over them as the vanguard crested the hill from the Research
Library to the Main Street and came into view of the enemy defenses. At the
edges of the seething mass a few people peeled away, wounded, killed; but there
was not near enough gunfire to stop them all.


Over the
rising and falling terrain of the inner campus, built on a series of small
rolling hills, the 8th Division had been in the midst of constructing a series
of defenses, but they could not buy enough time to do more than raise a few
tiers of waist-high sandbags. Few of the defenses had large guns and those that
did could not fire them properly at the ranges they were being engaged in. A
few submachine guns and a bulk of rifles provided the defense with its killing
power.  From afar, stray mortar rounds soared over the column and landed,
sporadically, almost everywhere that there was not a mass of men to kill.


Battalion
Commander Burundi's choice of a spread formation paid dividends on Main.


Through the
plumes of dust from the mortars and the beam-like lines of tracer fire the
Motor Rifle Shuuja bobbed and weaved, dashing from
cover to cover like a flock of mice, a sea of individual movements impossible
for the defenders to accurately discern. Dashing squadrons knitted a sporadic
pattern with their boots on the street and road. One squadron leaped from
around the corner, to a streetlight, to a tree, to the shadow of a hill; a
second and third ran across open road, then on the ditch, then behind a bus
stop bench.


Meanwhile a
fifth and sixth followed the first; a seventh took a different path entirely.
All of these men and women ran across the same stretch of roads and streets and
despite the saturation of targets, the defenders could not seem to do but the
most minor damage.


Within this
perfectly executed chaos Chadgura and her allies closed to less than a
hundred meters within moments. Behind them, light machine gunners used the
marginally higher ground on the sides of the main street and within captured
buildings to pepper the defenders with covering fire for their comrades.
Submachine gunners marched briskly while firing their guns. Riflemen and women
ran forward, took a knee or dropped to the floor when resistance presented
itself, took choice shots with their guns, and ran forward again. Chadgura took
with her a core of twelve men and women from Green Squadron.


Dashing
along the edge of the column, her squadron made for a sandbag defense set high
up on a nearby hill, in front of a chemistry building overlooking the main
street. Though the ground was only a few meters higher than the surroundings,
this hilltop was long and broad and could be followed almost to the end of Main
Street, giving a commanding position throughout. The 8th Division had
thoroughly failed to take advantage of it.


In seconds
it seemed, despite the rounds flashing past their cheeks and flanks, and the
mortars falling two rounds a minute across the column, Chadgura was upon the
sandbags.


She saw a
wall of perplexed faces in front of her, and she vaulted over it.


One foot
hit dirt and propelled the second up onto the wall, and over it. She swung her
machete as she came down; her blade sliced the face of a machine gunner
and threw him back in agony. Behind her, riflemen and women vaulted the wall
and put bayonet and knife to the bewildered defenders, who watched the
charge like lost cattle on the road.


Cries of
surrender quickly followed.


Chadgura
had the surrendering and wounded enemies disarmed and tied to lamp posts
nearby, but she would not linger among them. Around her the column was moving,
and she was compelled to move too. Her lungs were growing raw enough to feel;
her heart was pumping like never before. Her mind was blissfully clear. She was
fighting; and she was fighting back the tears and the anger and shock and the
confusion and abandonment--


She marched
on, signaling for her troops to follow her along the hill.


All of them
stood in awe of her energy; clearly running ragged, they still kept up.


Across the
street, along the road, the sandbag defenses were toppled one by one.


From
Chadgura's vantage, Muhimu Shimba soon became visible.


Main Street
opened up into a broad, forested park. All of the streets seemed to converge on
this central position. Even the hills all seemed to descend into the park.
There were no more sandbag defenses, no more fortifications or even any visible
combat troops. There were only desolate streets in a vaguely diamond pattern
around an empty square park.


"Sergeant
Chadgura!"


On the
radio came the voice of Captain Shakti, recently arrived with the 2nd Company.


His presence
meant that there was a link in the chain of commander higher than her.


"Yes
sir?" She asked, awaiting orders.


"March
along the hill two lengths behind the column for flank security!" He
said.


"Understood
sir."


As the main
bulk of the column, now led by the 2nd Company, marched into Muhimu Shimba to
rout the Lion Battalion, Chadgura and her troops waited for their comrades to
march the two lengths ahead. Chadgura ambled carefully over the far edge of the
long hilltop, standing on the descending slope and kneeling. She withdrew her
binoculars.


"Sir,
we should be wary of Lion reserve units. Back in the city proper they hid tanks
that almost attacked our exposed rear, had we marched any faster past
them." She advised.


"Copy
that. Keep an eye out for us." Captain Shakti replied.


Chadgura
raised the binoculars to her eyes. Her fingers were drumming on them and her
hands as a whole were shaking. She could feel everything catching up and she
did not want it. She had been running fast enough to avoid everything, but she
could feel it crack.


She scanned
her lenses over the forest, over the connecting roads.


Nothing.
Captain Shakti's column exited the main street.


She scanned
over the buildings standing sentinel on all sides across the park.


Nothing.
Captain Shakti's column stepped into the park lands, dozens of men and women
moving from an organized march to a triumphant charge, running with abandon.


She scanned
beyond Muhimu Shimba, wondering what terrain lay ahead.


Nothing--


Before her
lenses could pick it up, she felt the rumbling and saw the flashes at the
edge of her physical vision. Blaring red, between where her eyes barely met the
rubber padding.


Chadgura
threw her binoculars down and saw the smoke and the upturned earth.


All along
the edge and center of the park, a series of explosions had gone off.


Dirt and
smoke hung thick in the air, obscuring half the column, while the other half
stood dazed and unsure. Chadgura's troops gasped and exchanged glances and
raised weapons.


From the
wood came several charging figures.


"Cavalry!
Captain Shakti--"


Chadgura
cried out, as much as her voice would allow.


There was
no response.


Horse-mounted,
metal-armored cavalry in the dozens, with thick masks and flashing sabers and
pistols and dragoon rifles ran suddenly out of the forest and rushed through
the column's spearhead, trampling through the cloud and around the flanks and
engaging the confused center of the mass. Two other groups emerged, bypassing
the center and moving to encircle the assembled force. Warhorses pounded
men away at the command of their masters, and sabers flashed and pistols blared
against the column's flanks. Shuuja fell back from the horsemen and ran into
one another, confused and corralled into a tight, ineffective mass without
command and without sense of the enemy's movement.


So
penned-in was the column that they dared not shoot for fear of hitting an ally.


Effective
leadership could have guided a tactical retreat and then a counterattack.


It seemed
all the leadership had charged into the minefield without hesitation.


"On
me!"


Chadgura
stowed her weapons, raised a fist and her squadron followed her down the hill.


She too was
running without hesitation.


"Faruk, hang
back and provide covering fire, everyone else, engage on signal!"


At her instructions,
the Danava machine gunner attached to her squadron hung back, deployed his
bipod and kept to the hill, lying on his belly. Private Ngebe, the other
automatic gunner, followed Chadgura closely. Her submachine gun was no good
from the hill. Everyone else ran at their sides in an indistinct mass of long
bayonet rifles.


They hit
the bottom of the hill running, crossed the street and ran into the park.


Chadgura
signaled, focusing on the left flank cavalry nearest to her. There were at
least twenty horses and as many men dead ahead harrying the 2nd Company's
central group.


All had
their backs turned, too focused on kettling the disordered column.


"Attack!"She
said, raising a hand as if to conduct fire like a band.


Soon as she
shouted, both into the radio headset and to her surroundings, Faruk opened fire
from the hill. His first volley struck a pair of horses, and they collided with
one another in the throes of death, violently crushing their riders. Chadgura
stopped, took a knee, and behind her, all of the rest of her squadron joined
Faruk in shooting.


Over
Chadgura's head a few dozen rounds went flying into the broad heads and round
rumps of a half-dozen horses, killing and crippling them and sending their
riders flying and falling and rolling off their mounts. Several of the enemy
cavalrymen turned their mounts around and acquired Chadgura and Green Squadron
as targets, but the damage had already been done. On the left flank of 2nd
Company's column, the pressure lessened.


Like a
floodgate, the men and women of the 2nd Company came rushing out of the kettle.


Once
dominant in the melee, the cavalrymen found themselves now overwhelmed. Their
wall along the sides of the column was broken and the kettle separated into
individuals quickly overrun and isolated from the mutual support of nearby
warhorses. Single riders now fended off four or five Shuuja with renewed vigor
and a grave willingness to kill.


Bayonets
dug into the necks and heads of horses and into the legs and guts of their
riders.


Knives and
machetes swung at dismounted men, whose steel armor could protect their chests
from small arms fire but not from having their knees and elbows and necks cut
almost off. Cavalry sabers swung back, but did little against the overwhelming
tide.


Once space
allowed it, gunfire resumed from the center of the column.


Riders fell
clean off horses as close-range rifle shots blasted open their armor.


Chadgura's
squadron moved ahead, helping to pick riders off from outside the throng.


The
Sergeant peeled herself from the battle and switched the frequency of her
radio.


"Broadcasting
on the Company wave; is there an officer standing out there?"


There was
no immediate response. She turned the dial to call Battalion command.


"Commander
Burundi, 1st and 2nd Company's have suffered critical--"


"TRAITOR!"


Chadgura
looked up from the radio box at her hip in confusion.


"Traitor?"


She could
hardly believe that anybody on this Aer could consider her such a thing.


Then she
spotted the source of those words.


Ahead of
her, a warhorse had broken suddenly from the melee.


Its rider,
armored and faceless behind a gas mask, dismounted.


He flung
off his very long, antiquated dragoon rifle and withdrew from his belt a saber.


Before
Chadgura could raise her pistol to him the man was upon her.


Swinging
his saber, he forced Chadgura back. In avoiding him, she dropped the weapon.


Carelessly
her arm unplugged her radio before Command could respond.


Shouting a
battle cry, the rider lifted his saber.


Chadgura pulled
her machete from her belt and intercepted his next swing.


Both blades
clashed and held.


Chadgura
pushed back, but the rider was undaunted.


He stepped
back in, swinging left and right.


Chadgura
was not trained in swordfighting, not like an old style cavalry man would
have been. She knew to swing and to stab to kill riflemen in close quarters,
but the masked rider swung his sword with a fluidity and precision she could
not match. He threw and shifted his weight expertly with every swing, like the
shots of a tank seeking a weakness in the armor, forcing her to guard and
driving her back step by step with every clash.


She could
not think, the fighting was too close, and happening too fast.


She tried
to take each blow individually but the clashes felt like a storm of metal.


Once more
the saber bore down and once more she guarded.


It felt
like the millionth blow they exchanged, but it was different.


She guarded
too high.


There was a
flash of movement from below and his boot struck her below the hip.


Chadgura
staggered back. The Rider drew forward.


"Sergeant!"


Private
Ngebe appeared a dozen meters removed from the battle.


Her sharp
little eyes flashed with recognition. She raised her submachine gun.


At once the
cavalryman swung around and threw a knife from his belt.


Private
Ngebe loosed a burst of shots that flew past the rider as his knife dug into
her rib.


She cried
out, dropped her gun, and then she fell, bleeding, sobbing, vulnerable.


Chadgura
saw her hit the floor and could hardly believe the sight.


It was the
final blow to her shaking edifice.


Something
in her rose, hot and swelling, and it overflowed.


Her mind
became a cracked mirror, reflecting a million half-thoughts.


She was the traitor?


That was
what he thought -- and then he did this?


All of
them, the 8th Division-- they had hurt her, hurt Ngebe, hurt--


Gulab--


She said
she wouldn't let her get in danger--


She wanted
to protect her and yet--


Her eye
started to twitch. She felt her eyelids forced very open, too open, more open than they had ever been, she had worn the same droopy
expression on her face for years now and it was all breaking. Tears streamed
down her face. Her teeth grit as if of their own accord. She could not but
gnash them in her mouth. Her whole body tensed and bristled.


All of the
feelings that she had never had, even before she consented to
be conditioned by the KVW, all of the anger that was directed away, all of
the sadness that was pushed down deep, all of the things that were a nuisance
to feel, that were uncouth to feel, that were unbecoming of a girl who should
have been dutiful, polite, straight-laced and perfect--


All of it
exploded out of her in a scream of sorrow and anger that pushed the
air.


The Rider
stumbled back suddenly as if the scream had a physical force.


Chadgura
grabbed hold of the machete with both hands, thrust forward and swung.


Between the
mask and the man's collar the blade struck, caught for an instant, and sliced.


The Rider's
head went tumbling backwards off his body.


Chadgura
dropped her machete.


She clapped
her hands fast and hard for several seconds.


She then
clapped them against her own head.


Turning
away from the battle, Chadgura rushed to Private Ngebe's side. Kneeling,
she lifted the little woman up into her arms and checked her wound. It was
bleeding terribly.


"Gul--
Ngebe, you will be fine." Chadgura said.


Her eyes
would not stop weeping. Everything she said sounded like a plea.


Ahead of
her the battle died down. People stepped away from dead horses and butchered
men and looked around as if in a daze. In the park the smoke had long cleared.
Comrades started helping the wounded away from the front. Judging by the
craters throughout the park, there were indeed mines or bombs buried there that
had disrupted the attack.


It was
something they should have known, but they thought the Lion Battalion beaten.


Behind her,
the reserve troops started to move in, little by little.


Someone
pulled her away from Private Ngebe, and pulled her away to safety, to be
treated.


Chadgura
sat on the ground.


She could
not really conceptualize the directions so well anymore.


But she
knew when she heard the noise that it was coming from deeper in the park.


It was a
loud, singular report.


Followed by
several smaller ones.


Columns of
dirt and broken asphalt rose up where the shells impacted.


From deep
in the wood appeared trundling hulk on a set of massive tracks.


At its
sides, several dozen men with yellow sashes over their uniforms and submachine
guns in their hands covered the tank's flanks. They took a knee at the edge of
the wood as the machine moved ahead of them and into the open, easily crushing
bushes and dislodging the trunks of years-old, fallen trees and other debris of
Muhimu Shimba.


Five
turrets aimed at the column, two in front, two on the rear, and one large
central gun.


Facing
them, the multi-turreted tank looked larger than an elephant.


Everyone in
the column froze.


"Traitors
to Ayvarta!" called out a voice, seemingly from inside the tank. "You
struggle against the invincible Lion battalion in vain. Our conviction is iron,
and we will resist the aggression of Solstice with all of our strength. Our
deep reserves have you surrounded as we speak. You have fallen for our trap!
Surrender now and the Jotun will spare your
lives! We have artillery, we have automatic fire support, we have armor-- you
have nothing!"


Chadgura
cast her tearful eyes around the area.


She could
not see any new enemy troops moving in to surround them.


Nevertheless
she saw fear building in the eyes of the people around her.


None of
them understood, in the middle of this confused, exhausting battle, that there
was such a thing as bluffing and that an enemy could appear to present more
strength than what was actually available to them. Sporadic mortar fire, the
bombs in the park, the cavalry attack, and now the tank and the elite Lion
Platoon infantry group. These were just illusions of power.
Inexperienced or demoralized infantry exaggerated them.


Captain
Shakti would have told them to hold, that they had the true advantage.


They had
reserves, they had support from Umaru and Forest Park.


They had
the Right Hand of Death, Madiha Nakar.


Someone
could have told them to mow down the Lions and swarm the tank.


But Captain
Shakti and the other leadership seemed to be incapacitated, or dead.


And
Battalion command might not yet have received a single report of what
transpired.


Chadgura's
radio was still disconnected.


Perhaps
that was Bahir The Lionheart's plan all along.


Perhaps
those bombs were meant for reckless, glory-seeking officers of a victorious
unit.


Perhaps
that suicidal cavalry attack meant to decapitate their great serpent of a
column.


Kill field
leadership, then inflict shock. An old tactic from the days of phalanxes.


It had
worked. Now Chadgura was the only officer left.


Her hand
went to her radio, but she felt a deep exhaustion, a great weakness.


For the
first time in her life she was overwhelmed with emotion.


Gulab had
left her side, and she felt such a great sorrow it was hard to fight.


It almost
felt pointless; she could not protect anyone.


All of her
training and conditioning seemed to have gone away entirely.


Had she
been able to see her own face she would have seen those red rings around her
eyes flickering and fading and breaking like her own composure. She could feel
them doing so.


Each of the
turrets on the Jotun began to turn to seek a different
target. It turned partially to its side, facing four of its turrets to the
column and leaving one guarding its rear. Two turrets seemed to have small
guns, two had 45mm cannons, and the central gun appeared to boast a
short-barreled howitzer. It was much more firepower than most tanks boasted.


One volley
from the Jotun could do significant damage to
infantry in the open.


Several
could perhaps rout the column in the state it was in.


"Traitors,
you have my pity and mercy! I will give you a minute to drop your
weapons--"


Chadgura
reconnected her radio, and found the little strength she needed to switch
waves.


She hit
upon a voice suddenly.


"Firing
Smoke round!"


There was a
split second difference between the cry on the radio and the report.


Chadgura
heard a gun go off from behind them on the hill.


A shell
flew across the park and struck the Jotun dead-on, exploding in front of its
turret.


Thick,
white and gray smoke expanded into a cloud across the front of the tank.


"Everybody
fall back somewhere safe!"


Atop the
hill she had previously ran down from, Chadgura saw Harmony there.


And as the
tank neared, she saw a figure standing on the tank's engine block, with her
arms over the turret, manipulating a very long rifle that seemed stuck to the
turret roof.


Chadgura
scrambled again for her radio.


"Gulab,
no! Retreat immediately!" Chadgura cried out.


"I'm
not letting anyone else die on my account, Charvi! Especially not you!"


Gulab
raised a hand as Harmony rushed past the column to engage the Jotun.


"I'll
kill anyone who threatens you, who threatens us and what we stand for, and who
we are!" she cried out over the radio. "I'll trounce them! I don't
care what that makes me!"


Her voice
was deeply affected, as if she had been weeping as much as Chadgura too.


Chadgura
was speechless.


She could
only watch as the person she loved raced into harm's way.


Ahead of
them the smoke began to disperse, and the unharmed Jotun trundled forward.


"So be
it! Taste the sword of the Lionheart, faithless dogs!" Bahir cried from
within it.


Harmony did
not break from its path.


Within an
instant, they were destined to collide.
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Twisted smoke clouds rose from the
center of the University, visible from the Main Street.


Gulab felt
a great sense of urgency at the sight of them and kicked the back of the
turret.


"Can
you go any faster? Burn some gas already!"She shouted into the radio.


In a
similar tone she received quick replies from the tankers.


"No!
We need to conserve track integrity for battle!" Danielle said.


"Corporal,
please calm down. Trust Private Santos." Caelia added.


"We're
almost there anyway, just keep your eyes peeled." Danielle said.


Gulab grit
her teeth and squeezed her hands against the barrel and handle of her anti-tank
BKV rifle, welded to a makeshift pintle atop the turret. Beneath her feet, the
tank's engine purred softly as they charged briskly toward the battle. Harmony
climbed the hill past the Research Library and drove through the winding Main
Street between the main campus buildings, cutting through the center of the
University toward Muhimu Shimba park.


Though she
felt mild shots of pain every time the tank stirred roughly under her, Gulab
forced down that weakness, and focused on the environment and the task at hand.


There were
signs of battle everywhere. Medics in ambulance trucks packed in wounded and
dead personnel from all sides of the battle. Gendarmes with pistols and clubs
chained together long columns of healthy prisoners and drove them like cattle
away from the remains of smashed sandbags, burning crates and
grenade-damaged emplacements. There were holes and dents on the road and
pockmarked turf along the streets and lawns of the buildings. Harmony easily
drove over shell-holes and around the ruined defenses.


In the
distance, Gulab could hear the violent reports of guns and the booming of
mortars.


"Charvi!"


Harmony finally
crested the hill overlooking Muhimu Shimba and Gulab, behind the scope of the
BKV, scanned the large crowd of confused soldiers gathered at the edge of the
park. Gulab had no idea what could have happened to break up the column like
that -- she saw what looked like shell-holes in the park green and there was
residual smoke in the air, and plenty of blood on the ground. Whatever
happened, it had been violent and shocking.


Gulab's
heart raced, knowing Charvi might have been at the forefront of that violence.


Her eyes
teared up as she searched desperately across the sea of green uniforms.


"Charvi!
It's Charvi!"


She found
that unique and unmistakably silver-white head of hair that she loved so much
in the periphery of the crowd. Charvi looked worse for wear, but she was alive,
and standing under her own power. Gulab toyed with the radio box stuffed
in her bread bag, hoping to contact her. She finally found the correct
frequency and began to call Charvi--


They were
not alone. From the forest, a massive tank trundled closer.


There was
the better part of a platoon accompanying the tank. Wearing yellow sashes, the
Lion battalion veterans carried much better weaponry than Gulab had seen in the
hands of the average 8th Division soldier. Every man had a submachine gun or a
danava to help them even the odds. Despite being heavily outnumbered by the 2nd
Company and Chadgura's troops at the edge of the park, the Lion soldiers had
the advantage of their weapons and the tank, and they had their enemy
standing out in the open. Any charge against the tank by the 2nd Company would
be very bloody even if it succeeded.


Charvi
wouldn't make it out of that mess alive. Gulab had to put a stop to it.


It was then
that Gulab made her call, and then ordered the charge.


She did not
care what the violence of this signified for her. Whether the killing
vindicated the men of her village or even if it anointed her as one of their
own-- it didn't matter!


As long as
Charvi was safe, it did not matter that she had to fight and to kill for it.


"Private
Suessen! Private Santos!"


"I'm
on it!"


"Yes
ma'am!"


Harmony
unleashed a smoke round, blinding the enemy tank, and then barreled downhill at
full speed. Coming out of the hill slope with the force of gravity behind it,
Harmony pushed marginally faster than its typical speed
and rocketed from the street to the edge of the park and toward the column with
desperate haste. Beneath its hull the tracks ground at an intense rate, and
behind Gulab the engine worked up from a purr to a full-on roaring.


Gulab had
her feet trapped in catches welded atop the tank, her waist tied loosely to a
hand-hold on the tank's turret, and her hands around the BKV rifle, and she
still felt the power of the tank and the forces that it so easily generated.
Her body was under pressure every second. Engine
reverberations transferred energy into her feet, and the churning of the
tank's internal organs stirred her own gut. Air whipped her hair and
rushed against her face, and her upper body and the BKV in her hands swayed
with the tank's turning.


It was
difficult to aim in that situation, but Gulab had little choice in the matter.


She was
practically their main form of anti-tank offense, pathetic as that was.


As the tank
moved quickly into the park, the allied column seemed frozen in place.


"Corporal,
we don't have radio contact with anyone here but Sergeant Chadgura!"
Caelia informed her. "So if you want them to retreat you'd best start
shouting orders!"


Gulab took
a hand off the BKV, and drew in a deep breath.


Caelia
gasped. "Oh no-- wait-- please take off your mic--"


Before
Caelia and Danielle's protests could even register to her, Gulab broke into
shouting at the top of her lungs, screaming at the crowd as they sped by.
"Find cover or retreat or something!" Gulab cried out. "Get on
the floor or dig a foxhole, just don't stand there!"


Harmony
wobbled left and right for seconds before setting course for the enemy tank.


"My
head exploded." Danielle moaned over the radio.


"Rest
in fucking peace." Caelia grumbled in a labored voice.


Perhaps in
response to Gulab's screaming or because they saw a tank hurtling toward them
at full speed, the column scattered away from the enemy line. Stray gunfire
from within the smoke cloud sounded briefly and abated very quickly, as the
enemy found themselves ineffective within the cloud. At the head of the
enemy the tank trundled out.


Gulab
jerked the BKV on its attached pintle. It could move, in a tortured fashion, on
a pretty wide arc in front of the tank. To turn it this way, she had to turn
her own body at the waist with it. Whenever she did so she felt the sting of
her poorly-patched flesh wounds and cringed. It was not ideal; but it was all
she had. She pulled the bolt back to load it and got ready, looking down the
scope and trying to keep the tank within her sights.


She kept
her shaking fingers off the trigger. Shooting the tank's front was useless.


"Okay!
So what's the plan?" She asked over the radio.


"Um,
ramming speed?" Danielle replied.


"No, definitely
not!" Caelia added.


Clear of
the smoke, the enemy tank appeared in front of them like an iron wall. It was
nearly ten meters long and nearly four tall, and bristling with guns. Gulab had
never seen so many turrets on a tank. Arrayed around a central turret with a
big-bored but short-barreled gun were two turrets that looked like they had
been ripped from goblins, and two drums with what looked like autocannons or
machine guns jammed into the mantlets. On the front there was one short gun and
one long gun, and the back was much the same. All of these guns were set atop a
long chassis with flat sides and a crudely sloping front plate.


Like
turning heads among a stage crowd, the turrets all began to gaze toward Harmony.


A voice
projected from within the tank.


"You
think a Goblin with some cosmetic improvements can challenge the Jotun?"


Gulab
thought the voice was coming from her radio at first, but it was definitely
coming from within the tank. She did not know how, but the commander could
speak out loud.


"You
should have stayed in hiding, little recon tank! Now you won't live to tell
your superiors that Lieutenant Badir the Lionheart routed your forces this
day!"


Following
the bloodthirsty voice of Lt. Badir was a sound much less human.


The Jotun's
central gun descended slightly, turned a few creaking centimeters and fired.


In the
blink of an eye a bright red tracer launched past Gulab, trailing smoke.


Behind them
the shell erupted at the foot of the hill and punched a meter-deep hole in it.


"Are
you alright, Corporal?" Caelia asked.


Gulab
blinked and crouched low against the turret. "No!"


"We're
running past it, brace yourselves!" Danielle shouted.


On the
softer, grassy earth of the inner park, Harmony lost speed, but retained
enough to hurtle past the front of the Jotun before its turrets could fully
track it. Dashing past the front of the tank, the comparatively diminutive
Kobold turned and made for the woods.


Caelia
swung the turret around; Gulab clung as best as she could as Caelia sprayed the
Lion soldiers around the tank with inaccurate machine gun fire. Hundreds of
bullets seemed to fly in every direction like a gigantic spray of buckshot, and
the men bolted around the tank and away from it for cover, quickly
breaking up their prepared overwatch positions.


Scrambling
as they were and still surrounded in part by the smoke cloud, the elite men of
Lion could not effectively pick off the 2nd Company. Caelia had bought them
some time.


Gulab
seized the opportunity.


As the men
fled and Harmony flew past, the Jotun was isolated.


Turning the
BKV perpendicular to Harmony's hull, Gulab aimed for the Jotun's side.


She
squeezed her trigger and let off several rounds.


She watched
her tracers fly into the Jotun's side plates and disappear to no visible
effect.


Gritting
her teeth, Gulab reached down into a bag hung behind the turret.


Withdrawing
a fresh stripper clip, Gulab began to reload the BKV.


In the
second she took her eyes off it, the Jotun moved to threaten her.


"I see
a rear machine gun aiming for us! Danielle!" Caelia shouted.


"Got
it!"


Gulab
raised her head from behind the BKV and saw a drum turret line up with
her.


Dozens of
red sparks shot out of its gun.


Harmony
made a hard turn.


Caelia
swung the turret around just as forcefully.


Several bursts
of machine gun fire deflected off the gun mantlet and barrel as the turret
turned sharply to Gulab's defense, reversing itself almost completely to cover
her.


Sparks flew
off the top of the turret and over Gulab's head as the shots deflected away.


"Corporal,
I've got one more AP-HE shell and Danielle's lined me up a shot on those
turrets. Pick a target; but remember you're on your own after that."
Caelia said.


Gulab grit
her teeth. Despite all their heroics they were unprepared to fight a battle
like this one. They had come running from University Avenue in haste, the
moment Gulab regained consciousness. There was a stray distress call on the
radio, very quickly snuffed out, but enough to draw their attention to Muhimu
Shimba. Caelia and Danielle relented quickly in the face of Gulab's
determination, but their supply situation was very bleak.


Harmony was
not wanting for fuel, but they had precious little ammunition.


Welding the
BKV to the turret was a quick fix that allowed them a chance to fight, but the
14.5mm rifle was no substitute for having a 45mm gun with full AP-HE
ammunition.


"Corporal?"


"I'm
thinking! We'll have to make it count." Gulab replied over the radio.


"Target
the rear machine gun!" Danielle suddenly said.


"Whoa,
whoa," Gulab interrupted, "that's no threat to the tank!"


Danielle
insisted. "No, but it's a threat to you, Corporal, and to our
comrades."


Hunkered
down behind the reversed turret, Gulab saw the Jotun's guns start moving.


"She's
right, Danielle. One shot from those big turrets will kill us." Caelia
said.


"No, I
can avoid their AT fire. I've got this. Trust me, Caelia!" Danielle
pleaded.


There was a
sigh on the radio. It sounded more fond than it was
angry.


"Firing
Armor-Piercing, High Explosive!"


Gulab felt
the energy transfer into her body as the gun released a shell.


Her headset
offered mild protection, but the report of the gun sounded right next to her.


Even for a
small cannon, the 45mm felt earthshaking so close.


Harmony's
barrel briefly flashed, and behind the Jotun's main turret a fireball erupted.


One of the
drum-shaped machine gun turrets on its rear went up smoke.


"Thank
you! Now I'm getting us on gravel!" Danielle said. "Hang
on!"


Harmony
veered suddenly away from the tree line and made for the road.


Behind them
the Jotun's main turret swung toward them.


Gulab
fitfully expected another shot, but the gun remained silent.


Instead the
tank started turning.


Smoke from
the ruined turret blocked the main gun's vision over its own back.


Until it turned
around it could not shoot them with its main gun.


"Danielle,
it's moving!" Caelia called out.


"Trust
me!"


In the
center of the park the Jotun completed its turn and lined the Kobold up
with its main gun, forward anti-tank turret and forward machine gun. Gulab had
no protection from it. It was directly behind them, and all of its ordnance
would sail clear into her, or into the engine block directly beneath her feet.
Or into Caelia's back inside the turret.


"Your
determination to betray your people sickens me! Die, traitors!"


Badir's
voice was quickly overpowered by the sound of his guns.


"Hang
on!"


Before
Badir could unleash his weapons, Harmony hit the pavement of the road and
quickly accelerated into a wide, sweeping turn. When the Jotun finally threw
its bite, the teeth went very wide. Machine gun fire and shells soared
over the road behind the Kobold as it began to put distance between itself and
the enemy tank. On the pavement, the Kobold's speed raised by nearly ten kilometers
per hour, and quickly enough to escape.


Behind
them, Muhimu Shimba started to erupt into a seething exchange of automatic
fire.


Gulab had
been too concerned with the Jotun to notice, but 2nd Company and the Lion
veterans had lost the barrier of the smoke between them. 2nd Company opened
fire into the woods, and from the woods the Lion Battalion retaliated. Machine
guns and rifles cast lead over the shell-stricken park grounds while Harmony
sped away from the scene.


Somewhere
back there, Charvi might have still been stuck in battle.


Something
crawled inside Gulab's chest as she thought anxiously of Charvi's fate.


"So
we're just running away?" Gulab shouted.


"No, I
have an idea." Danielle said. "The Jotun will follow us."


"How
do you know?" Gulab asked.


Caelia was
silent on the frequency for a moment. She then broke into a little laugh.


"Look
ahead, Corporal!"


Harmony's
turret swung around to the front, and Gulab peered over it.


Danielle
had driven them through Muhimu Shimba, out into the road, around the outer
edge, and toward the enemy's rear. In a sandbag nest ahead of them, Gulab
spotted Badir's artillery. One short-barreled howitzer and several mortars had
been packed behind waist-high sandbag walls fencing off a makeshift fort
the size of school classroom.


Gulab
blinked, and joined Caelia in laughing.


"Private
Suessen, do you have any high explosive?" She asked.


"I've
got a little left."


"Good! Light them up!"


Gulab got
behind her BKV and held on tight, in time to endure Caelia's rumbling shot.


She saw the
tracer go flying out of the gun and in a blink, it exploded over the sandbags.


Fragments
and smoke and heat swept over the exposed mortar crews.


Gulab lined
up the scope of her BKV with the ammunition boxes behind the crews.


Rapping the
trigger, she launched several incendiary AP bullets into the stack of
crates.


Startled by
the attack, the artillery crews dumped their weapons and scrambled away.


Moments
later the ammunition crates exploded behind them.


Chunks of metal
and burning wood spread over the interior of the sandbag fort.


Several men
were thrown to the floor in mid-run trying to escape, and anyone caught
vaulting over a sandbag as the shells went off was perforated in mid-air by
hundreds of flying fragments, all of which soared out in high arcs from the
crates on the floor.


Losing no
speed, Harmony ran past the emplacement and left it a smoking ruin.


"Look
up in the sky, Corporal! There's more!" Caelia shouted.


Gulab
peered over her scope.


She saw
trails in the sky from more howitzers and mortars, targeting the park.


"That's
why he'll follow us!" Danielle said. "Otherwise we'll--"


Caelia
urgently interrupted. "We've got company!"


Behind them
several guns went off in quick succession.


Gulab
ducked her head as a volley of machine gun fire flew over her.


Just a few
meters off the side of the tank, a shell impacted the ground.


Dust and
smashed concrete burst into the air and fell over her.


Appearing hundreds
of meters behind them the Jotun followed, guns blazing.


Harmony
weaved from one side to the next, deftly avoiding a shot from the 45mm gun.


It hit a
building off a street corner
and punched through its wall.


"We're
getting seriously shot at here!" Gulab cried out.


"Danielle,
plan?" Caelia shouted in distress.


"We'll
lead it back into urban terrain! We've got an advantage there."


Two more
shots sounded in unison as the Jotun managed to synchronize its turrets.


Ahead of
them the 76mm explosive burst like a giant firecracker.


Around
their side, the 45mm gun struck Harmony's flank armor at an angle.


Gulab
watched with a momentary horror as the shell bounced off a welded track link.


Any
straighter trajectory could have penetrated the armor.


There was
soon a respite.


Though
moving at an unexpected speed for such a monstrous machine, the Jotun was still
quickly falling behind. For every meter that rolled under its tracks, Harmony
made good three. And as Harmony took the north-eastern corner around the park
and then made for the northern campus intersection, they momentarily left Badir
and his monster behind.


For a few
seconds they had peace. Then they heard the shout.


"Come
and face me like men, cowards!" came the
voice from the tank.


Caelia
grumbled on the radio.


"How
is he doing that?" Gulab shouted.


Danielle piped
up excitedly.


"When
the Jotun prototype failed trials, it was turned into a parade vehicle!"


Gulab
blinked. "How do you know that?"


"Um."


"She's
amazing, is how." Caelia said.


In a few
moments the damnable gunfire resumed behind them.


The Jotun
had cleared the corner and was hot on their tails again.


"Call
me amazing when I get us out of this!" Danielle shouted.










All around
him the plan was unraveling. But Badir would not blame himself.


His troops
probably thought him insane at this point.


He thought
he had never been so clear on what had to be done.


He could
not pause to think about what was happening and why; it was a shock of such
great magnitude that it simply couldn't register. It made no sense to him that
he had lost so many troops and matériel, that under
his leadership Lion could sink so quickly against a cornered enemy. He blamed
everyone but himself, and he focused on killing this one tank. Then he would
double back and destroy that enemy column invading his headquarters. After that
he would gather whatever he could and go on the offensive toward Council.


That was a
Badir the Lionheart style plan. Kill the enemy, and then go kill more.


"Fire!"


Badir cried
out and his guns cried with him shortly thereafter.


His
short-barreled 76mm gun lobbed an explosive shell.


Beneath it,
the anti-tank gun opened fire as well.


Ahead the
enemy tank pushed to one side, barely losing speed.


Both shells
flew past it and exploded harmlessly.


"God
damn it! You are lions, you fools! Fire more accurately!"


He
chastised his troops but not their lack of a stabilizer.


He could
not fathom their performance.


Badir's
Lion Battalion was an elite force, a force of strong, able fighting men.


His was not
one of the units that had gotten trapped by Nocht a week ago.


He had
avoided the encirclement and continued to fight. Back then he fought because
fighting was the fire in his veins and the lightning in his eyes. Nocht was
something to kill to feed some blood to his decaying spirit. Nocht pushed and
Battlegroup Ram could not push back. And yet Badir was the winner there,
the one who decided his destiny. He was not one of the losers, who followed the
plan unwillingly. He had chosen his path.


He had
chosen Rangda; to fight for Mansa and for the seat of his old power.


He had
chosen to defy Solstice, to defy their mediocre dogma. He chose strength!


And yet,
would he be the first domino to fall now?


First to
the city, and yet first to defeat?


Everything
around him was crumbling, but he lashed out to pick the pieces up.


"After
them! Can't this thing go any faster?"


His driver quickly
informed him that it couldn't. Already, the Jotun was chafing against thirty
kilometers per hour, against the forty
or fifty the enemy Light could perform. To try to go any faster
would have shattered the stressed transmission. But Badir was not about to give
up the point. As if driving a horse, he continued to yell, to metaphorically
whip.


Badir knew
horses, but all of his horsemen, including his right-hand man, were dead.


Horses
could go faster. They could push until their muscles snapped and broke.


Somewhere
in his mind he realized that the Lion battalion was defeated.


He could
sway the battle at Muhimu Shimba, the battle that he had taken the Jotun out of
and with it his remaining command structure. He told himself that if his
inexperienced artillery was spared annihilation by that meddling Kobold, he
could defeat the enemy.


Even if he
did, he had run clean out of effective combat power now.


Like the
horse, he could push faster, but his legs would surely break now.


But he was
not allowing himself to think rationally about that.


Badir the
Lionheart always forged ahead on a path of blood.


In the
cramped central turret of the Jotun, sealed off from the rest of the fighting
compartments, and thus spared the smoke of the ruined fifth turret, Badir drummed
his fingers on his lap and stared through his periscope. In front of him, his
gunner, a young man chosen for his small and slender size to maximize the
Jotun's interior space, waited nervously for orders. Beneath the two of them,
the driver sped the monster forward.


Jotun, the
magnum opus of a disgraced genius, much like the dream of Old Rangda.


It had
attracted Badir's eye because of this.


Anything
Solstice did not want had to be useful.


And yet, it
could not seem to equal the playing field against these communist dogs.


"Have
you got them in your sights? I can see them from here!"


Ahead of
them the miserable light tank was heading deeper into the campus. It was moving
faster than any Goblin. It had to be one of the KVW's secret models.
Nevertheless it was still small and that meant weak armor and pitiful weapons.
Jotun, with is robust, masculine size and weaponry, had to be more than a match
for it, Badir thought.


"Fire
at will!"


Badir's
gunner loaded a fresh shell and fired.


He was
joined shortly by the useless machine gunner and the AT cannon.


Automatic
tracer fire flew wildly in every direction, scoring no hits even on the exposed
idiot riding the back of the enemy Light; the shells both went wide, Badir's
crashing just behind the tank and exploding, and the AT shell flying in the
distance and hitting ground. The Light continued to gain distance from them on
the flat, even terrain of the road. Was their driver that skilled? It was
almost as if they could tell where he would shoot!


No, it was
not their driver, but his gunners. His gunners had to fight harder!


"Can
you fools even hit the broad side of a battleship? Where is your conviction?
Rangda cries out for rescue! You are soldiers of the elite Lion battalion!
Destroy that tank!"


"Yes
sir!" came the replies on the radio.


There was
no enthusiasm. There had been none from the start.


That was
why he was faltering now!


These were
men and women raised by the hand of Solstice, giving them free food and shelter
in exchange for their complacency. They knew not the glories of old Rangda, how
full her markets were with goods, how awash in gold were its high societies,
how wealthy and powerful its elite. How the strong
and true led the weak and infirm, how conviction and ruthless effort was
greatly rewarded. That had been a Rangda worth striving for!


A Rangda
where he was on top! A Rangda where his power was truly valued!


Not this
castrated husk, full of lentil-fattened stunted man-children!


Badir was a
man from a cutthroat world, and he would see it restored.


'For the
glory of Mansa!' his mind cried out, over and over like a song.


Already the
muscles had snapped and the legs broken but Badir did not even know.


"Fire!"
He cried out again.


Ahead of
him, the light tank swung another corner, weaving through the roads with a
maneuverability he and his guns simply could not match, and all of the Jotun's
ordnance crashed into buildings and streets. A sign was unearthed, a decorative
tree smashed to pieces, and the machine gun failed to place more than one
bullet in any given place.


"God
damn it! Move faster! Shoot more!"


Not once
did Badir reconcile that his enemy was fighting so vehemently and with such
cunning for the system he hated and disparaged, and not once could he connect
that to the weakness of his own troops in trying to tear that system down or
subvert it.


He was too
busy warding off the impossible thought of his own failures.


The blood
of those tankers would make an excellent balm for his fracturing ego.


As he
forgot to win the battle he left behind, he would remember to lose the one
ahead.


 


Rangda University --
Northern Campus


 


Danielle heard the detonations of a pair of
shells behind Harmony. Though she could not see the shots being fired at her,
and relied on Caelia for all-around vision, she could still
drive defensively. There were general maneuvers she could perform that
would make her a harder target for an unstabilized gun (which was most of
them). Snaking cost her several kilometers off her sustained speed, but would
foil all but the most expert gunners by itself. Varying her speed also allowed
her to be anywhere but in the middle of the enemy's sight.


Controlling
the tank had been difficult at first. Nearly anything was difficult for
Danielle to do. But after enough practice, she thought she had a good hold on
the technique. In front of her there was an instrument panel with her gauges,
as well as a pedal and two gigantic clutch levers. Turning both levers forward
to varying degrees accelerated the tank, while turning them back reversed the
track. By pulling them in opposite directions she could turn. Normally she
could leave the sticks stuck forward, but in this battle she was swinging them
forward and back in quick intervals, correcting, twisting, turning.


As the
Jotun seethed behind her, Danielle tugged harshly on the sticks.


Harmony
lurched in a chunky, ungainly movement into the corner ahead.


Disappearing into
the Northern Campus intersection, Danielle knew she had lost the Jotun behind
her for a crucial minute. It could not shoot her, but better yet, could not see
her.


She charged
through the intersection, between a pair of short, squat office buildings, and
hid in a back alley formed by the tightening urban block structure of the
campus proper. When the Jotun came rumbling into the intersection it would find
no sign of her around.


Hidden and
safe, she parked and laid back, catching her breath, wiping sweat off her
face.


"Are
you alright, Caelia?" She asked over the radio.


She looked
up from her seat, and could see Caelia's feet behind her.


"I'm
as ok as I have been." Caelia half-heartedly replied.


"Yeah.
Understandably." 


"So
what happens now?" Corporal Kajari asked.


Danielle
heard her drumming on the turret roof with her hands.


"Don't
make noise. Listen: when the Jotun enters the intersection, we'll rush out of
cover behind it, and run across the street, into another alley, and behind the
set of buildings opposite these. We'll use our speed and attack from multiple
directions this way."


Corporal
Kajari grumbled. "So we're exposing ourselves to it. At close range."


"No,
Danielle's got it right here." Caelia interrupted. "Corporal, you
might not have noticed, but the Jotun's turrets aren't acting independently.
Whenever the main gun fires the available subordinates all fire in the same
direction and the rear gun remains in a neutral position. It makes sense that a
tank commander just can't effectively guide all that firepower. One person can
only reliably control one gun in one direction."


Danielle
smiled inside. Caelia had put her plan in a much better light than she could
have.


It made her
feel almost happy to be able to be competent and valuable in front of her.


Despite the
circumstances in which they found themselves.


"Corporal,
those turrets were taken from Goblins. Goblin turrets have at most fifteen
millimeters of armor. With your BKV, you might not be able to damage the Jotun
itself, but you can destroy the turrets." Danielle explained. "Blow
up their ammo and you'll be filling the Jotun with smoke and fire. Then its crew will either
surrender or cook inside it."


"Okay,
this is sounding like a plan! So, when does it start?"


Danielle
had no way to see the Jotun hiding behind this building.


But she had
been keeping track of the distance in her head.


"Right
about now."


"What?"


Danielle
grabbed hold of the control levers, pressed the catches at the top to release
them, and pulled them both toward herself while slammed the pedal with her
foot. Harmony's tracks started to spin, as did the road wheels, and the tank
reversed itself. Once she was facing the direction she desired, she first
pushed one lever forward to correct, and then she thrust the second as far to
the fore as it would go. Harmony then thrust down the alley behind the buildings,
crushing several empty garbage cans as they sped
toward a corner.


"Brace
yourself, Corporal!" Danielle called out.


Harmony
swung around the corner and charged off the street and into the road.


Ahead of
them, the Jotun trundled past and stranded itself in the intersection.


At full
speed they hurtled past the monster, driving behind its engine block.


Through her
periscope, Danielle watched the AT-turret closely to see if it would move.


Corporal
Kajari would not give it a chance. Danielle watched as several bright red
tracers split the distance between them and the Jotun in an instant, punching
several holes in the rear AT turret before it could even think to get a shot
off. Smoke wafted out from the perforations along the mantlet and turret front,
and fires started to flare within.


Harmony hit
the opposite street and dove into its own alleyway without stopping.


Soon as she
hit the next corner into the back street, Danielle took her foot off the pedal
to lose some speed, and jerked her clutch levers one forward and one back to
take the corner. Her timing was just right; she angled easily between the back
of the street buildings and the next row within the alleyway, and then just as
easily she faced the next corner, and now running parallel to the unseen Jotun, Harmony sped out. This next
attack run would be the trickiest. She would have to corner and then run full
speed in front of the Jotun.


"Corporal,
reload, and let them have it when we run by!" Danielle shouted.


"I'll
help too." Caelia said.


Harmony's
turret turned perpendicular to its hull.


"On a
Goblin turret, an HE round could still have an effect, right?" Caelia
asked.


"At
this point, anything helps!" Corporal Kajari said.


Danielle
saw the corner ahead.


Drawing in a
deep breath, she swung the sticks forward and back.


Harmony
angled out of the alley, into the intersection and perpendicular to the Jotun.


She rushed
down, spotting the machine moving haplessly forward.


Its turrets
began to turn all at once to face the incoming Kobold.


Caelia
preempted them and unloaded the main gun on the AT turret.


Though the
high explosive shell did not penetrate the turret, it exploded just in front of
it.


Through the
smoke, the AT turret retaliated, but its shot went wide as Danielle snaked.


Corporal
Kajari's BKV opened up on the AT turret. Quick semi-automatic shots punched a
half-dozen thumb-size holes into the front turret. Inside, the incendiary
effects must have hit the ammunition, because without warning the turret
erupted into fire and smoke, and sent pieces of shrapnel flying into the
frontal machine gun turret and the mantlet of the main gun. Smoking violently
from three separate orifices, the Jotun looked like the ghost of a tank as
Harmony burnt track past the main gun and made for the alleyways.


"Danielle,
it's going to shoot!"


Above,
Caelia must have been looking through her periscope.


Danielle
quickly adjusted the levers and started to snake.


To squeeze
between the alleyway buildings, however, she would have to stop.


She could
not see behind the tank. Danielle was operating with no information.


One shot
from that 76mm to the back of the Kobold would set the tank ablaze.


Even if it
didn't penetrate, the concussive force would have killed Corporal Kajari and
damaged if not outright exploded the engine. Caelia would be hit by fragments
or burned or concussed. And Danielle would be helpless to stop any of it. She
played out the scenario in her mind, weighing in everything she knew about
their two tanks in a split second.


Gritting
her teeth, she made a snap decision.


"Everyone
hold on and keep your weapons on that main gun!"


Danielle
punched the right lever forward and the left one back.


Harmony
began to swing into a left turn.


Then she
pulled back on the right lever and thrust the left forward.


Without
losing speed, Harmony entered
a short half-spin.


The turret
and front glacis faced the Jotun in time for the tank's shot.


Danielle
wanted to close her eyes, but she stood stalwart.


Punching
both levers forward, she charged into the shot.


Everything
shook violently in front of her, and she jerked forward and back as sharp-headed anti-tank shell
dropped against the sloped front plate at an angle and deflected with its point broken but its internals
unexploded. Ricocheting in a violent arc, the enemy shell bounced away from
them. Its attack uselessly spent, the Jotun was vulnerable.


In front of
her, Danielle could see a dent where the shell had stricken.


Had there
not been a track link welded to her hatch, she might not have survived.


"Shoot
it now!" Danielle shouted over the radio.


"Roger!"
Caelia and Corporal Kajari replied, as if Danielle had the authority.


Stopped
less than a hundred meters from the Jotun, Harmony unloaded its own
weapons.


Caelia's main
gun unleashed a high-explosive shell that exploded against the side armor of
the main gun, and Corporal Kajari rapped the trigger on her anti-tank rifle and
scored several penetrating hits under the thick gun mantlet where the armor was
vulnerable. There were flashes accompanying the penetrations; the BKV shots
were incendiary, and the little rounds exploded with sharp, burning bangs
inside of the enemy tank.


Smoke
started to waft out of the holes.


Atop the
Jotun's main turret a hatch went up.


From inside
the turret they saw a man climb out, holding a rifle with a grenade affixed to
the front. It was an old anti-tank grenade mount, a rarity now after the
development of the BKV gun two years ago. Despite its status as a relic it
packed a terrible punch.


Aiming just
over the turret, the man intended to shoot Corporal Kajari.


"You
will have to kill me to stop me! I will see you all in hell!" He cackled
madly.


Danielle
grabbed hold of the sticks in a sudden panic; overhead there was a tinkling
sound as Caelia struggled to reload the machine gun in time to dispatch the
surprise attacker. 


"I am
Badir The Lionheart! I have clawed and killed and survived gangs and wars and
purges! I am the Lion, the apex predator, the king of the pride! Bow before
me!"


Before anyone
could do anything more a shot suddenly rang out.


Lieutenant
Badir, "The Lionheart," stumbled over the Jotun's ruined main gun.


Bleeding
profusely from the head, his corpse landed atop one of the burning turrets.


Another
figure rose sheepishly from the turret.


"We
surrender! We surrender! Please stop!"


For an
instant he had a pistol in his hand, but then he dropped it and waved a white
cloth.


Judging by
his helmet, he was the Jotun's gunner.


Two more
hatches flipped up, and surviving crew stepped slowly out with their hands up.


Carefully
and peacefully, they left the Jotun behind to burn and surrendered themselves.


Caelia
sighed with relief over the radio. Danielled slumped against her instrument
panel.


"Whoa,
what just happened?" Corporal Kajari asked over the radio.


Somehow,
they had won. Unbeknown to them, the Lion Battalion was fully defeated.















Rangda University
-- Muhimu Shimba


 


Soon as the Jotun left the park the tide
began to turn against Lion.


The 2nd
Company held their ground, and though they took losses, they inflicted enough
gunfire on the forest to pin down the Lion elite within the wood. Machine gun
fire was viciously exchanged over the park ground. Amorphous at first, the
column of Motor Rifle infantry began to reorganize and to fight back
effectively, lead by one loud, central voice.


"Use
the shell holes! Dig yourself in and fight!"


Charvi
Chadgura returned to the fore and dropped into one of the holes blown open by
the explosives that had claimed her company's officers. She took Private
Ngebe's submachine gun, laid it against the dirt outside her makeshift foxhole,
and shot back at the Lion veterans in short bursts. Her gunfire disappeared
into the wood, but it was the effect that mattered most. More of her infantry
started to drop into the holes and to fight back.


They might
not dislodge the enemy, but they could hold the ground for now. There was
resistance. Lion was forced to hide as well, and they could not just throw her back now.


And that
was key; because the Motor Rifles would soon be living up to their namesake.


With the
conquering of University Avenue and Main Street, the roads were open for
vehicles, and vehicles soon started to arrive. High explosive rounds and
heavy machine gun fire soared suddenly over the park and shredded the
woodland cover of the defenders and saturated their positions with lead and
fire and smoke. Chadgura watched in awe as a pair of Kobold tanks and
Half-Tracks arrived to support the offensive, coming down the hill and
through the main road. Their arrival fully restored the morale of her allies.


Suddenly it
was not just the people in the foxholes fighting back, but the entire column.


Overwhelmed,
the Lion Battalion began to lose ground as the 2nd Company left the foxholes
and started to push, under cover of their vehicle's high caliber gunfire. 


Moments
later the white flags went up in the wood. The Lion Battalion was defeated.


Men ripped
the yellow sashes from their uniforms and shambled out of the park.


More trucks
and vehicles started to arrive. Medics ran through the column, treating and
reassuring the fatigued and wounded of the 2nd Company. Gendarmes arrived to
control the prisoners and take them back to the base to be processed. And
behind the convoys, a grandiose Hobgoblin with a purple Hydra painted on its
turret side and a large radio antennae appeared and trundled into the park. Its
hatches went up near Chadgura.


Major
Burundi dropped from atop the turret, pulling off his headset.


He smiled
and stretched out a hand to Chadgura.


Chadgura
looked at it with a numb expression. She clapped her hands softly.


"Ah,
sorry. You've been through a lot, I know." 


Major
Burundi retracted his hand, and used the other to pat Chadgura in the shoulder.


His
expression darkened as he surveyed the area.


"We
should've committed more equipment faster here. I was too focused on conserving
our initial strength. All of this is on me. I cannot apologize enough,
Sergeant. Officers like me fuck everything up, and field leaders like yourself
make the mess work out."


Chadgura
shook her head. "It was not on you. We didn't know our enemy well
enough."


"That,
too, was on me. But I'll treasure your sympathy. You're a hero, Sergeant."


Chadgura
clapped her hands again at the notion. She found it hard to cry again, and she
could feel her voice going back to its dull, ordinary tone. It felt strange but
almost comforting, too, to return to that mode, to that way of being. She was
back to normal.


But it
still gnawed at her. Gulab had come to save her, even though she herself did
not save Gulab before. Even though she had endangered her. It felt like she had
been taking from Gulab and not giving anything back. And now she did not even
know what--


"Well,
I'll be!" Major Burundi laughed heartily. "Sergeant, look!"


He pointed
over her shoulder, and Chadgura turned.


Coming down
around northeastern corner of Muhimu Shimba were a pair of tanks.


One
enormous tank looked worse for wear, its many turrets charred to bits and still
smoking and blackened, looking like they had been hosed down with an
extinguisher.


Near this
tank, with a gun pointed at it like a knife to a prisoner's throat, was
Harmony.


And atop
Harmony, Gulab Kajari smiled and waved victoriously.


Had
Chadgura's old senses not fully returned, she knew she would have cried.


Instead, a
very, very small smile appeared spontaneously on her face.


 


 




 


 






































57. Troubled Sky


 


52nd of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


 


Tambwe Dominance, City of
Rangda -- Ocean Road


 


Ocean Road trembled, buckling
under the fury of dozens of tanks.


Burning red
tracers flew over the streets, pitting the ground, smashing windows and walls,
cutting through street-lights. Commanding the northern streets were several
echelons of hull down Goblin tanks, their front armor reinforced with stacks of
sandbags and chained-up wooden logs and concrete blocks.  Acting as mobile
pillboxes set in staggered ranks, they spat AP-HE tracers with abandon, firing
as fast as their beleaguered crews could handle, barely aiming. Even as they
faced an encroaching enemy, they did not maneuver for an advantage, staying as
still as the stone wall they were meant to represent.


Challenging
their control were the Hobgoblin tanks of Shayma El-Amin's 3rd Tank Battalion.
Against the stone wall of the enemy, the Hobgoblins danced. There was
barely any fire from them at first. Moving in coordinated groups of three, the
tanks advanced using the buildings for cover, the alleyways to avoid lanes of
fire, weaving an intricate pattern of track marks as they swung around the
unguarded connecting streets. Even as the ground detonated all around them from
the saturation bombardment of dozens of tank guns firing down the street, the
Hobgoblins encroached with a steeled discipline.


At first the
8th Ram's Goblin tanks believed they were confusing the enemy with their mass
attacks, and the moving pillboxes felt the rush of victory. One Hobgoblin that
clumsily exposed a flank was penetrated through the side; another had its track
damaged, and was stranded in the middle of the road. Fire began to concentrate
upon it until, after dozens of rounds, its pitted,
ruined front armor gave in, and the tank violently exploded.


Two kills! Had
the radios been working correctly the 8th Ram would have been abuzz with the
sound of victory. Even in the face of the enemy's strange new tanks, the old
Goblin could score a victory! Not a single Goblin had yet suffered violence.
For the first fifteen minutes of battle it seemed that the unmoving pillboxes
had stopped their enemy.


Then suddenly
the Hobgoblins reappeared directly behind the defensive line.


No one had
thought the "retreating" enemy was actually bypassing them entirely.


Coming in from
the alleys and the side streets, smashing through storefronts, the Hobgoblins
opened fire. Unprotected engine compartments went up in smoke. Goblins all over
the defensive line started to catch fire and explode. Any single 76mm shot from
a Hobgoblin sliced through the Goblin's armor like paper, turning the engine
block to slag and cooking the crews inside their compartments. All over the
lower Ocean Road the light tanks went up like signal bonfires. Outmaneuvered
and encircled, and encumbered by their improvised armor and tight stationary
positions, the Goblins could not redeploy.


After the
fifteen minutes in which they held the line, it only took Shayma El-Amin's
tanks three minutes to completely dismantle it. Almost half of Ocean Road was
open country, or it would be when the wrecks and the fire was cleared out.
Engineers advanced from the bottom of the road, following the lead of the
tanks. The 3rd Tank Battalion set track on Ocean Road proper and once more
faced the north for the next phase of their attack.


"Forward!
We're breaking through to the rally point! 3rd Company will be the speartip,
and 2nd Company will follow in from behind us! 1st Company, fade to the rear as
we move past you; you've earned your rest. See if you can find any survivors in
your two wrecks!"


Major Shayma El-Amin
set her radio handset back on its unit, a vicious grin on her face. She
adjusted her peaked cap and laid back on the commander's seat of her Hobgoblin.
A few centimeters below her, her gunner adjusted the gun and prepared the ready
rack, while farther below and to the front, their driver slowly and steadily
maneuvered them toward the front of the pack. Ocean Road could hold about six
Hobgoblin widths of tank before becoming too crowded. Shayma had immediately
noticed this when she arrived.


Ahead of her,
the eight remaining tanks of the 1st Company began to make way for her own
Company. All in all her battalion had thirty-five "main" tanks, not
counting support such as the Kobolds she had allowed Burundi to borrow. She had
spent 1/3 of her strength to tackle the first half of the operation. She
intended to finish this with the other 2/3.


Her tanks
advanced in staggered, alternating triangle formations. Each formation was
three tanks, two forward, one rear, and stuck to one side of the road. Behind
them, with about thirty meters of distance, a second triangle would take the
opposite side of the road, with only these six foremost tanks attacking, to
avoid friendly fire. Swinging her periscope behind her, Shayma could see that
her vanguard was adhering to this doctrine excellently.


Her own
platoon, a two-tank Headquarters, followed safely farther behind, and then the
reserve triangle with three more tanks spread out among the center, left and
right lanes.


"Brace
yourselves, here comes the enemy's second rank!" Shayma warned her tanks.


Ahead of them
the 8th Division's remaining pillbox goblins remained dug in, while
infantry began to wheel artillery and anti-tank guns closer to the front. Guns
poked out from the streetside windows, and sandbag circles protected mortar
pits. Ocean Road steepened, and the 8th Division started to have a marginal
high ground advantage. At the peak of the city, a pair of Orc tanks aimed their
short-barreled guns down on them.


"Switch
to high explosive rounds and fire on the artillery positions first!"


3rd
Battalion's tanks immediately acted on Shayma's orders. All the while moving,
the Hobgoblins opened a barrage of inaccurate but powerful fire on the enemy's
foremost artillery defenses. Explosive shells 76mm in caliber flew from the
Hobgoblin's muzzles and struck the earth and sandbags surrounding dug-in 76mm
howitzers and 82mm mortars. Smoke and dust and shattered concrete burst skyward
in front of the defenders and obscured their sight temporarily. Within the
cloud a few fires raged from burnt ammo.


The 8th
Division quickly retaliated. Howitzers and mortars adjusted for close fire
and attacked through the cloud, casting explosives around and over the
advancing tanks. Muzzles flashed and falling shells whizzed and sang, but the payload landed
harmlessly behind and around the Hobgoblins. Fragments bounced off armor and no
tank caught fire.


Shayma smiled
to herself, baring a flash of white fangs, protected amid the blasts.


The 8th
Division was operating on experience with slower and weaker tanks than a
Hobgoblin and it showed in their every decision. Her armor could more than
withstand indirect fire, and her tracks would always outrun it. Their gunnery
just was too weak.


Quickly
closing to within a hundred meters of the enemy, the Hobgoblins switched
targets. Priority went to hard targets: the Goblins and the Orcs spread around
the line.


Anti-armor
fire grew fiercer the closer they moved.


At such short
ranges the Goblin's gun could punch above its weight class.


It was not
enough. Armor piercing shells struck the fronts of the Hobgoblins and bounced
off the thick, steeply sloped armor of the glacis and the strong, hardened
armor of the gun mantlet, inflicting seemingly no damage. A Goblin's 45mm gun
could not penetrate the front of a Hobgoblin; if it could not be done under 100
meters, then it was impossible.


Across the
enemy line, panic visibly set in. Shayma's tanks coolly pressed their
advantage.


HE shell
casings popped out of the 76mm guns, and the lead Hobgoblins reloaded AP-HE.


Turrets
quickly turned, guns correct elevation, and everyone found targets.


For an
instant, the 3rd Tank Company's formation paused completely.


In the few
seconds that followed they fired almost a dozen deadly accurate shots.


Goblins went
up in smoke throughout the defensive line, penetrated through their improvised
armor of logs and blocks and the thin flat glacis armor behind it. Atop the
hill both of the defending Orcs were accurately struck on the thinner armor on
the bottom of their glacis plates, and the detonations inside their turrets
sent smoke and fire blowing out of their guns until they finally exploded,
spraying metal over nearby infantry.


Within the
smoke and dust lifted by the previous high explosive attacks Shayma's gunner
indicated several moving shadows and outlines. Once the dust started to clear
more, they could see several positions abandoned. Intact anti-tank guns were
left behind. Mortars were decrewed. Useless machine guns, including a few
Norglers, were discarded.


Soon as the
last Hobgoblin gun sounded, Shayma ordered the advance to continue.


Her 3rd
Company trundled forward, and then started to split up.


Taking
adjacent road connections and alleyways, they dispersed from the center and
opened the way for the fresh 2nd Company to repeat the two-phase barrage: first
high explosive attacks on the defensive positions, and then armor piercing
attacks on any remaining or arriving armor. Meanwhile Shayma's Headquarters
platoon drove through a connecting road and hooked around the enemy defenses;
much of the rest of her 3rd Company did the same, dispersing through the urban
environment in the same way they had dispersed through the Kalu wood, peeling
off the line and evading enemy positions.


Bypassing the
enemy strong point, Shayma and her tanks pinched off the rear of the enemy's
positions. Farther down the road her 2nd Company advanced to the positions
previously held by the third. Now there were 12 tanks that could fire safely on
the main road, and they held positions all around the enemy. They had formed a
vice, and as the gunfire began to rain from all sides, it was clear that the
vice was tightening quickly.


Once more the
Kalu Raiders encircled the enemy line, and this fact was not lost on the enemy.
More and more 8th Division troops gave in and abandoned their positions and
weapons and even their uniforms. Retreating enemies threw themselves on
the ground and begged for mercy. Those still nominally fighting hunkered down
in their posts and waited for the cruel fire to blow over them. Remaining
Goblin pillbox tanks popped their hatches and the crew waved signal flags in
surrender. Ocean Road was quickly broken.


Hull-down
tactics, a porous line of thick formations with nonexistent flanks, and
outdated equipment exposed completely to a technically superior enemy -- it was
amateur hour tanking, Shayma knew. Standing at the top of Ocean Road and
looking down on Rangda and the distant ocean, Major El-Amin became the first of
Colonel Madiha Nakar's commanders to take her assigned objectives, and she did
so in little over an hour's time.


Even so,
much of the 8th Division did not know that they had been split into two
sections in Rangda and that neither section had the power now to unite with the
other. All of them knew even less that they would soon become nearly irrelevant
to the conflict entirely.


 


Tambwe Dominance, Village of
Yarta -- Rail Yard


 


For the workers of the Yarta rail station, it
had been a confusing morning.


Preparations
for the arrival of a whole Regiment of the 8th Division had consumed the past
day and would consume the current, or so they believed as the work day started.


Yarta was a
large station, but its star had long faded. Faster routes had been laid farther
north of it, and the volume Yarta had to handle had long lessened. That it was
to be used at all meant that something had happened at the more modern, more
Solstice-administered railways. Nobody knew what that was, but they did not
question it. To prepare to bear the burden of thousands of soldiers and their
equipment, a lot of work had to be done. There was need to clear out old
warehouses and store Regimental stockpiles, to move aside stranded cars and
engines to open up lanes of traffic, to restore the tracks to bear the burden of
heavy-duty rail and perform thorough maintenance on switches and turntables.


It used to
be Yarta station could run just fine with an engineer, a safety officer, a
secretary and few interested part-timers who lived off stipends in the village.
Now they had to put out an emergency call to the village for dozens of hands.
Overnight, a lot of work had been accomplished, and twice as much more would
have to be done before the 53rd deadline.


That
morning, however, they first received a rare long distance telephone call,
warning them to halt all traffic. Everyone stood puzzled around the telephone
for about an hour, wondering who to call to confirm this puzzling order. Then
the phone rang again, and the Secretary once more picked it up. Now the irate
voice, same but also different, told them to prepare for a Battalion of
troops coming today instead of a Regiment
by tomorrow.


As they
scrambled to get the essentials taken care of to house a whole battalion in
just ancestors-knew-how-many hours, a second long distance telephone call
mysteriously informed them to stay tuned to the national emergency radio. This
set of frequencies, operated out of Solstice, was rarely used for Yarta in any
significant fashion, and so, amid their hectic work, the station staff left
only the Secretary to take care of the radio.


Outside, a
crane car labored to pick a damaged coal car that had become stuck on the
tracks. Soon as it dropped the car off the track, the radio went off quite
loudly.


When the
Secretary answered, she was told to clear the tracks immediately.


She ran
outside and shouted this, but nobody seemed to believe it.


Her
protests were quickly silenced by an overwhelming whistle and a rumbling noise.


Moments
later they saw the armored train in the distance.


Everyone
scrambled off the tracks and into the station or the warehouses.


The Armored
train was headed right for occupied track with reckless abandon.


Like a
battering ram, the armored train smashed through the crane car and practically
hurled it off the tracks. Barreling past the station, the engine braked
harshly, and many of the cars overshot the station -- only the brake
van aligned with the departure platform, after the train finally stopped.
Unceremoniously, a door slid open at the end of the train.


Stepping
onto the platform from the train was a woman dressed in a yellow uniform with
black highlights, studded with red from her rank insignia and a beret. Twin
black ponytails waved behind her in the breeze, tied at the rear sides of her
head, just behind her ears, with bright flowing red ribbons. Behind her round
spectacles a pair of eyes each a different color, green and blue, coldly
appraised the startled station staff from outside the glass doors to
the office. The arriving Commissar was a bit short, slender, and her skin
a baked brown. She knocked her gloved fist on the door with a cool expression
on her face.


"I
told you to clear up the tracks! What is wrong with you? We could've been
killed!"


Her voice
was high pitched and a little nasally. At her urging, the station staff allowed
her into the managing office. Behind her, the cars of the armored train opened
their doors.


Dozens of
black and red uniformed KVW troops left their transports. Some went to work on
dismantling parts of the train, taking down dummy wooden walls and roofs that
seemed more at home on cattle cars, and revealing gun turrets and artillery
emplacements beneath. Others dragged out wheeled heavy machine guns and
anti-tank guns. Yet more started to climb the station buildings and to rush out
with submachine guns in hand to inspect the warehouses. It was a total takeover
of the station, by at least a hundred troops.


Amid all
the sudden infantry activity it was easy to miss the impressive firepower of
the train. One by one the engineers dismantled the fake cars and revealed many
weapons. On one of the rearmost cars, facing the incoming lengths of track, a
203mm Howitzer "Vajra" waited for a target. Several cars mounted
76mm turrets that had full rotation. Around the tank turrets were
stationary machine guns with shields, and anti-aircraft guns.


One
broadside from the armored train could devastate almost any enemy position.


Once inside
the office, the KVW commander made herself quite at home. As the staff stared
quizzically at her, she walked up to the station manager's desk, took the
chair, and leaned back with her feet up on the desk top. She sighed loudly and
then smiled brightly.


"I'm
Commissar-General Halani Kuracha." She said, waving with the tips of her
fingers. "My command is the 9th Revolutionary Guards Reconnaissance Battalion
'ASURA'."


At the
sound of this the station staff looked quite shaken.


"To
what do we owe the pleasure?" Asked the station manager.


Kuracha
shifted her feet on the desktop, putting the right one atop the left one.


She raised
one of her hands skyward as if pointing her index finger at the ceiling.


"You've
all been incredibly disappointing. Even after receiving instructions from the
central government, you continued to aid and supply Rangda's
traitors. I am here to deliver a firm but loving correction." Kuracha
replied, smiling with satisfaction.


At the
sound of this the station staff looked utterly distraught.


"Please,
Commissar, we've been jerked around the past few days like children's toys, we
don't know anything that has been happening." the station managed begged.


"That
is why the correction will be loving instead of harsh."
Kuracha replied.


She turned
her head toward the door with a seeming disinterest in the staff.


Outside, a
defensive line formed with the armored train as its center, encompassing a
semi-circular projection of guns and metal shields that faced south from Yarta.
Soon an infantry officer from the battalion arrived at the station manager's
office and passed through the door. She stood at the side of the desk, looking
down at Kuracha with a blank expression. Her rifle was slung over her shoulder
and she had a peaked cap on.


"Commissar-General,"
she said tentatively.


"Are
we all set up?" Kuracha asked.


"Yes
ma'am."


"Do we
know when the train is coming?" Kuracha asked.


"No ma'am."


Kuracha nodded. She turned
to the station staff.


"When
are the traitors due? I aim to correct them as well. Painfully."


At once the
staff devolved into a generalized shivering.


"I
see. Well, you had better find out." Kuracha demanded.


Radio and
telephone calls went out in a panicked flurry.


"Oh!
Never mind!"


Kuracha put
her feet down from the desk and practically leaped out of her chair.


Bewildered,
the staff watched as she ran outside, practically skipping as she went.


Dust and
pebbles along the tracks began to stir with a distant rumbling.


Outside,
over the distant hills, a second train was coming in.


This one
from the south rather than the north.


There were
several dozen wooden cars with thin armored supports, and interspersed between
them were larger open cars carrying tanks under tarps and chains. All of these
cars trailed behind a conventional engine the shape of a blocky cylinder on
wheels. Though a red star was marked on the front of the train, it was not an
ally. Festooned on its sides were sloppily painted identifying insignias for
the 8th Ram Rifle Division of Rangda.


"Weapons
free!" Kuracha shouted in an excitable tone of voice.


Across the
line, the voices of the infantry officers echoed the command.


First to
fire was the enormous Vajra cannon mounted near the rear of the train.


An
earthshaking rumble followed as the 203mm shell plunged toward its target.


In seconds
the steel cap of the explosive shell met the side of the engine.


An
explosion followed that was loud enough to be heard well at the station itself.


Punching
through the side of the train with its sheer weight alone, the 203mm shell
detonated partially inside the engine and blew a massive hole in it through
which smoke and fire and steam belched into the air. Thrown off-balance by the
sheer explosive force, the train tipped, its wheels coming clean off the
tracks, and in moments derailed entirely. Pushed off the tracks and onto its
side, the engine's coupler split like a twig amid the violence, and the cars
following behind it crashed into the engine and smashed into a pile.


Over a
dozen cars, one after the other, derailing and crashing end to end. Tanks
hurled from cars mid-crash and rolled downhill. Men and women were
thrown bodily from the farthest of the cars in the crash, lucky to survive
the bloody press of flesh that had become of the cars closest to the engine.
Beneath the stress, the engine finally detonated, spraying molten steel and
fragments and steam every which way and spreading an violent
fire.


Into this
mound of death, the ASURA battalion stared, and prepared to add fuel to its
fires.


"Launch
a two-shell barrage on the cars! Mark!" Kuracha ordered.


Promptly
following orders, the anti-tank guns along the defensive line and the howitzers
on the armored train performed a prompt two-shell barrage. Within the next
thirty seconds a few dozen rounds crashed into the engine, around the derailed
cars, into the smashed troop transports and mobile depots. Dozens of smaller
explosions went off across the wrecks. Fires spread across every car and over
the tracks, catching on spilled and stored fuel. Thick, noxious black smoke
billowed up from the crash site.


Halani
Kuracha rubbed her hands together and stretched them out in a cutesy flourish.


"Good
job! That and the next few trains they send will make a fine example."


She turned
heel and stared sweetly at the train station staff.


"Now,
for your loving correction." She said, clapping her hands. "Please
follow me to your warehouses, where we will uncover all supplies bound for the
traitors, tally them up, and send them to Solstice, where the loyal among us
need them the most. Please send all villagers and volunteers back to their
homes. My loving correction is only for you."


There was
no vocal disagreement. The Secretary, the Engineer and other paid
station staff descended the platform onto the tracks and ran to the
warehouses in a sprightly dash. It was only the station manager who seemed to
tarry, staring behind himself at his office with a sense of confusion. Kuracha
tapped her feet and stared at him with a sour face.


"Hey,"
she said in a dangerous tone of voice, "do you think you've got it any
different?"


At this
implication, the station manager got started running himself.


Kuracha
eyed the infantry officer with the peaked cap. She nodded her head toward her.


"Slash
all the phone lines to Rangda. Destroy any other Ram marked trains that come
here. Until we're clear the 8th Division has surrendered, they're all
suspect."


With
scarcely any acknowledgment, the KVW officer set about her work without
question.


Kuracha
smiled sweetly.


"Oh ho
ho ho! Little Madiha's the all-important sword; but we're a fine
shield."


She stared
at the burning wreckage of the enemy train with much satisfaction.


 


 


Tambwe Dominance, City of
Rangda -- Council Building


 


"Summon the Coastal defense brigade! Arm
them out of police stocks and have them redeploy to fight as infantry! Do it
now, I don't want to hear any damned complaints!"


There was a
nodding of heads and an anxious flitting of staff as the work began to be
carried out. Through the telephone lines, for the radio was long since found
unreliable, maritime troops that were native to Rangda and could be
reached were given their orders, to leave their guns at the seaside and rush to
defend the Council from Madiha Nakar.


It was a
desperate measure and nobody could be sure any men would make it in time.


It was all
that could be done now.


The 8th
Division was crumbling, and Rangda was running out of material to prop it up.


The Coastal
Brigade was the only unit of manpower that could reach Council without fighting
through Madiha Nakar's lines at the moment. They would have to do.


Nobody
could have imagined the situation would turn this bleak, this quickly.


Aksara
Mansa had partaken of a leisurely breakfast, preparing his words as he coolly
readied to unleash the 8th Division on the perfidious 1st Motor Rifles Regiment
sitting like a stone in the middle of his city. It was to be the first act in a
complicated gamble to secure his precious city its independence within the
seemingly inevitable framework of a Nocht-subsidiary state in Ayvarta.
Destroying the 1st Regiment should have been nothing. All he needed was a casus
belli, and Daksha Kansal had given him one. With reason to swarm, he could
unleash his numerical advantage upon Madiha Nakar's head and eliminate her.


However, by
the time he delivered his speech, his army was being swept from under him.


Since then
he had not eaten, and he had thoroughly expended the energy he had gained in
the morning, shouting into radios, screaming at staff, and falling ever further
into despair.


The Lion
Battalion was not the first to fall, but it was the first to declare a
surrender. In the North, the 96th Battalion had been pushed to surrender with
such alacrity there had been no time to forewarn the Council. Lax radio
discipline led to the failure of Mansa's men to realize that every incoming
signal from a besieged unit into Council was being blocked by sophisticated
jamming. Lion's surrender only arrived because Madiha Nakar allowed it.


Ocean Road
was under Nakar's control almost in its entirety. Rangda's northern expanses
were also sealed by the 1st Motor Rifles, and the loss of Rangda University
gave Nakar a very useful staging area. The 8th Division in Rangda was
completely fragmented, split into two large pockets in the southwest and
Council, and a dozen pieces everywhere else. And by the time the radio jamming
had been noticed and partially overcome, it was too late.


All around
Council there was panic. Everyone had been reading in the papers about Madiha
Nakar and her ruthlessness. Should she come into power in Rangda as she had in
Adjar anyone who sided with the Mansas would likely face a purge for treason.
As such even the most far removed and least complicit menial desk worker had a
fever about their work, an aimless energy that was rendered useless when
applied to filing reports and answering phone calls. It was an energy the
soldiery did not possess - theirs was a depressed panic, a demoralized
staggering crawl as they struggled to reinforce windows, dig trenches outside,
set up sniper nests and in general attempt to turn the Council building into a
strongpoint.


"What's
the word from the Yarta station? Is our battalion here?"


"No
sir. There's been no word from them for hours."


"Keep
trying. Nakar must be interfering with our communications again."


"Can
she interfere with the phone sir?"


"Keep
trying!"


Aksara
Mansa was fighting on borrowed time, and he knew it. His own panic was an
existential one. It was up in the air whether the Right Hand of Death would
claim the life of a secretary or a rifleman. It was explicit that a vengeful
Madiha Nakar would definitely kill him, as she had killed his father. He
thought he could squash her, that he had her at her
weakest, but he had been wrong. He had underestimated her. Right now, he
could only reinforce his position and bide time to escape. But there was one
other major obstacle.


"You?
Escape to where? And with who's help?"


General Von
Drachen sat back, lounging comfortably. He had on a self-satisfied grin.


Mansa's
future was in his hands and he seemed to have already made up his mind about
it.


His own
troops had stopped fighting ever since Nakar had escaped his grasp. Had Council
been logistically capable of deploying anything to anywhere in
the city now, perhaps Drachen's company could have put out a fire somewhere.
His veteran Cissean troops were the most effective thing nominally in Mansa's
arsenal. But Council did not know its tail from its claws at the moment, and so
Von Drachen just sat around. And every second he sat around, he had nothing to
think about but that Mansa was failing at every step.


Still,
Mansa would not show him weakness. He proceeded as if he had value to Nocht.


"General
Drachen--"


"It
is Von
Drachen."


Mansa
swallowed hard.


"General
Von Drachen, this city owes much to my family. Its people are fiercely loyal to
my father, who has made sure they have always had everything they needed to
flourish. Any future administration of this city would be greatly aided by my
presence."


"Will
you run the city with the same ease with which you ran the 8th
Division?"


Von Drachen
smiled.


"And
will you run the city into the same place you ran your troops?"


He
chuckled.


Mansa
quieted, turned his back and returned to his maps and radios.


Clearly
Nocht was fast become an infeasible option.


Perhaps he
could make for the forests, become an old-style warlord in the rough terrain,
his elite core of supporters living off the villagers and establishing a base
of power to--


Von Drachen
raised his hand.


"Into
the ground, is what I meant to imply. Will you run it into the ground?" He
laughed.


"Shut
up, Von Drachen!"


Beneath the
sound of the incipient argument there was a phone ringing.


Mansa's
secretary rushed past skittering personnel to pick up the phone. Almost
immediately she set it down and urged Mansa to take the call personally.
Extricating himself from Von Drachen's foul presence, Mansa seized the phone
and found himself talking with his chief of maritime defense. He sounded quite
noticeably distressed.


"Sir
I've got urgent news. It's not confirmed, but I have reason to believe it. We
received word from a group of civilian scientists testing a new type of detection
equipment--"


"Have
you managed to redeploy my coastal troops yet?" Mansa impatiently asked.


At the
other end of the line the man was momentarily speechless.


"Sir,
I'm afraid such a monumental task takes time and right now--"


"Cease
chasing after the fancies of eggheads and get me my troops!"


Aksara
Mansa practically slammed the phone down.


He was
certain that the man was trying to tell him about a freak read off a sonobuoy
or something equally insipid. Those were the things the scientists at Rangda Engineering
were obsessed with. Waves and blips on cold dark glass. He had no time for
such things. He knew the only things out in that ocean were either Nocht or
Ayvarta and neither's control of the seas made any difference to him at this
point. He had to think of escape.


"Von
Drachen, you behave far too comfortably for one utterly surrounded."


Mansa
pointed sharply at the General, who in turn was luxuriantly seated in a
couch intended for guests waiting out in the hall for an audience. He had moved
it himself into the room, where it looked quite out of place amid all the
wooden chairs and desks strewn with paper reports and maps and codebooks and
dilapidated old audio equipment.


"Oh?
I'm surrounded now?"


"Rangda
gives respect back in kind. You turned this place into your hornet's
nest."


Mansa
nodded at the door, where a guard stood at the ready.


Von Drachen
sighed deeply. "That seems to be every place lately."


Clumsily
brandishing a pistol, the guard approached Von Drachen and loomed over the
seated man. Mansa nodded at him again, pointing him toward the General with the
implication that he should be detained. But the guard, who had perhaps never
had to detain a man in his life, fumbled with one shaking hand for a pair
of cuffs on his belt, and seemed to dedicate a too-large block of his day to
deciding what to do about the General.


In return,
Von Drachen was far too swift.


One hand
flashed from the seat, and in a blink it seemed, the guard was seized by the
scruff and dragged down. His gut met Von Drachen's knee as the General jumped
up to his feet in the same flourish with which he seized his standing captor.
This impossible move left the guard drooling on the floor and Von Drachen right
in Mansa's general space, with a pistol in his hand. Mansa felt the cold barrel
swiftly pressed to against own stomach.


"My
good man, I do not believe anything in this world is for certain or
ascertained. I have seen too much chaos in my life to ever believe anything is
set in stone, save for stone itself. Sometimes I have lapses in this judgment,
as all men do, when victory nears. Never, however, have I met a man who so
preordains his victories as you do. It is upsetting." Von Drachen began,
speaking his bizarre poetry in a far too unconcerned, casual tone of voice.


Von Drachen paused
for a moment, and rubbed his own smooth chin with one hand.


"No,
actually I have met one man whom you reminded me of, except, he is a beautiful
soul whose radiance fills my heart with joy, a precious little piece of
knackebrot who has done nothing wrong, while you are merely small, pathetic and
upsetting." He then said.


Mansa
raised his hands. Around the room were nothing but blue, paralyzed faces.


"Can
anybody stop him?" Mansa mouthed and whispered and ultimately groaned.


"Maybe.
But I doubt it." Von Drachen replied. He pressed the borrowed pistol
harder against Mansa's stomach, to the point it almost felt as if he meant to
stab him with the gun alone. Mansa froze up. "They did not stop me in
Cissea, where in an uncharacteristic fit of rage I won a war; they did not stop
me in that den of wolves in Klagen, where I proved myself an officer to the
federation's key staff; they did not stop me in Adjar, where I survived the
fury of your Right Hand of Death. They did not stop me in the Ghede. Your very own
8th Division did not stop me in Jadruz, at the edge of your miserable
jungles."


Though he
wanted to speak, Mansa could not. All words had left him. He wanted to say that
he made this city, along with his father, that he had made every stone on every
street, that he had made every co-op store and state shop, every canteen. That
all of Rangda's history owed him for his existence, owed him for his
leadership, owed his family for their luxuriant attention to its every need.
Ayvarta owed him and nobody else for Rangda, for his Rangda,
for his crown
jewel that should have been his, his, his! to control as he--


"History implies
I will not be stopped again. I'm not proud of my history. Humorously enough,
yours is riddled with more cowardice and failure, and yet you extol it whenever
you feel like. Allow me to add an additional black mark. May this one be humbling."


Von Drachen
lifted his pistol arm and struck a backhand blow across Mansa's face. The
Governor felt the pistol batter out several of the front row of his teeth, and
gushing blood from his mouth he collapsed on the floor, squirming, his thoughts
obliterated by pain.


"I'll
kill you!" Mansa cried out, spitting up blood and white flecks.


Von Drachen
lifted his foot as if to kick him, but then seemed to regret it, and retract
it.


Looming
over Mansa, the General hurled the pistol to the back of the room. He clapped
his hands together as if ridding them of dust, and then addressed the room in a
serious tone.


"Anyway. I
plan to leave here with my life. Those of you who desire this as well, are
welcome into my Drachen brigade if you
assist me in my preparations. We train four days when not on maneuvers.
Women can become staffers and medics. That's just how it is in Nocht I'm
afraid. I'll lobby strongly for you if you desire to shoot! Now, If you don't want to come, you are welcome to help this
pitiable, small man fulfill his impossible dreams."


There were
blank, speechless faces all around him. There was quiet contemplation.


Von Drachen
shrugged his shoulders and promptly moved to leave the room.


He stopped,
as did everyone else, upon hearing the eerie, swooping noise outside.


Before
anyone could decide whether to join him or not, a man rushed into the room.


"Aircraft!"
he cried out, "There are aircraft flying over the city!"


 


 


City of Rangda -- Ocean
Road, Tank Command


 


Throughout the units of the 1st Motor Rifles
Regiment there was a sense of jubilation.


Though the
injuries and deaths had weighed heavily on the minds of the frontline combat
units, there was also a sense that they had made it through a trial by fire,
and come out the other end immune to the burning. They had fought forces that,
up until recently, boasted similar training and had similar equipment.
Following the strategy outlined by Colonel Nakar and the tactics of their
battalion and company and platoon commanders, they had routed the 8th Division
in its three key strongholds and rallying areas. They had won.


Soon as the
morning operations came to a halt and the last rifle shots cracked into the
distance, and the logistics units and medical personnel arrived at the front,
and the frontline troops were rotated out for fresh reserves, word of the
various battles began to spread. In off-duty radio lines chatty personnel
exchanged brief tales of valor; on the backs of ambulances and cargo trucks
soldiers turned their experiences into legends; and in the battle reports of
the three battalions every important kill on a tank or a sniper or a gun
position, every act of commendable bravery, was being investigated and
recorded.


One story
that quickly spread was that of the small, vulnerable recon tank, Harmony,
and its tiny crew of two, and the borrowed Corporal Kajari; and how they saved
the offensive at Rangda University by defeating the fearsome Lionheart of the
8th Division, Lt. Badir.


Corporal
Kajari would be celebrated in Burundi's battalion. Meanwhile the Harmony was quickly recalled to its actual
parent unit, El Amin's 3rd Tank Battalion "Kalu Raiders."


Since they
left the battlefield, there had been an awkward quiet between Harmony's two
crew members. There had been little celebration -- merely a lifting of the
burden of mortal anxiety. Having been through such a series of hellish
situations, any cheer was tempered by fatigue. Danielle Santos found the
silence increasingly hard to endure.


"What
do you think is gonna happen?" Danielle asked, behind the tank's controls.


"I
don't know. I think it will be fine." Caelia replied, lying back in the
commander's seat.


"Maybe
your promotion will finally go through!" Danielle said. Every tank should
have been commanded at least by a corporal or sergeant. Caelia was only still a
private because the Regiment had not been intended to go into battle yet, and
promotions and payments, handled now in Solstice after the fall of Adjar, had
been significantly delayed.


Danielle
knew Caelia would make an amazing officer. Even if she did not see it herself,
Danielle witnessed first-hand through the years what an observant person Caelia
was, how well she learned and how well she communicated and iterated on her
knowledge. In the Kalu, it was Caelia's quick thinking and snap decisions that
saved them in the jungle. Without her direction Danielle would have been
hopelessly lost. Caelia was definitely more of an officer candidate than
Danielle herself, or so the driver thought while fawning.


Caelia had
no response to that but a little affirmative sound, wordless and brief.


Retracing
their tracks back to base and through to Ocean Road, they witnessed the
aftermath of the battles they had fought. Remains of sandbag positions, still
spinning off trails of smoke; bodies lined up on the side of the street for
identification and preservation; pitted streets where shells from both sides
had landed, in various places exposing ducts and electrical cable; shattered
storefronts, partially collapsed apartments.


There were
rear echelon troops, like medics and engineering labor, transportation crews
and mine clearing troops, moving all along the route. The Regiment was unique
in its number of support personnel. The 8th Division's constituent units lacked
this amount of non-combat aid. As a result, while the 8th Division would have
been hard-pressed to make its battlefields into accessible pathways, the 1st
Motor Rifles were easily clearing and supplying all of theirs. It was a
relatively smooth trip down to Ocean Road, which itself was quickly being
cleared of the wrecks of enemy tanks, and the detritus of high caliber gun
battle. Harmony found itself well able to maneuver into and around Ocean Road.


At either
side of the road, Gendarmes directed traffic swiftly enough to prevent
blockages. There were rows of Hobgoblins parked in alleyways under guard of
their own resting crews, hidden from the main road for safety. Large tank
transporters and prime movers winched chains of Goblin tank wrecks, and dragged
them along to be disposed of. Danielle marveled at the destruction on the road.
There seemed to be a pit for every meter of road from mortars and
artillery and tank gunfire. Wheeled vehicles would have had a hell of a time
maneuvering on the tarnished remains of Ocean Road. Buildings bore the scars of
several poorly aimed shots. Danielle remembered the bright lights and beautiful
facades she saw with Caelia during the festival. All were mangled and blasted
apart now.


"It's
awful. All those nice little places." Danielle said.


Caelia
nodded, and sat back against the commander's seat with a low sigh.


"It is
bad, but I mean, at least we're alive. Ocean Road can be rebuilt, you
know?"


"Yes,
of course. You're right."


Danielle
wondered if she had said something foolish or inhuman. Had she focused too much
on the pretty storefronts and not thought enough of the people who could have
died in them; who did die in them? She
wondered if Caelia thought differently of her having heard that snap reaction.
It was an anxiety she often fought with as they interacted.


She thought
to change the subject and engage her in conversation as she wheeled them around
to the temporary battalion headquarters. But she ended up saying not a single
word more the whole way. Crippled with anxieties, her tongue felt heavy and she
could think of nothing that would engage Caelia's mind. She cursed herself for
this -- it felt like she was only making the trip even less palatable.
Wordlessly, with a tension in the air that perhaps only Danielle felt, they
parked Harmony up the street from the Battalion HQ, a large tent strung between
a pair of Hobgoblins. They had to leave Harmony a block or two away from the
tent, in a safe and unoccupied alley shown to them by a Gendarme.


"Major
El-Amin is waiting for you personally, Suessen." the military policeman
said.


He then
saluted and smiled.


Caelia
nodded. Danielle did too, though she was not similarly addressed.


Walking
their way back, they were as quiet as before, but Caelia seemed a little
energetic. She had a bit of odd pep to her step and a very subtle, small smile
on her lips as they approached and entered the headquarters tent. There were a
few people inside, but they vacated almost immediately, patting Caelia on
the shoulders amicably as they left behind their radios and maps. There was
only one remaining occupied table in the room.


Sitting
behind the table was Major Shayma El-Amin, their Battalion commander and the
highest rank they were expected to personally meet. She looked sharp in
her uniform, just the barest hint of close-cut black hair peeking from under
her peaked cap, wearing her officer's jacket over her tanker bodysuit. She had
a sharp smile, too, and she brandished that smile with what a Cissean like
Danielle would've called gusto.
Soon as they walked through the tent flaps, her face lit up, far from the stoic
seriousness she was known for.


Under this
eerie scrutiny, Danielle felt very unsure of herself. She resolved to try to
make it through without tripping on her own tongue. Meetings were not her
strong suit at all. And she certainly did not feel like a hero, though she
secretly wished for at least one little acknowledgment
for her deeds. It seemed it was the one she was not destined to get.


Caelia was
focused on Major El-Amin, her smile broadening just the littlest bit.


She
saluted, and Danielle mimed her.


After a few
seconds worth of looking them over, Major El-Amin gave them a greeting.


"Congratulations Cello!
Word of your heroism has spread around the battalion! I figured it was a
sign that I should finally take a leave from my duties and reconnect with
you."


More
accurately, Shayma El-Amin gave Caelia a rather unique greeting.


Danielle's
eyes drew a little wider, and her body sank a little lower. She had come into
the tent feeling inadequate and unworthy. Now she felt invisible. She felt
something crawling around in her chest too. Cello? Major El-Amin was clearly
staring right at Caelia, who flushed and wilted a little herself under the
attention. The Major was smiling like a schoolgirl, and when she extended a
hand across the table, it was for Caelia only.


"To
think, when I last saw you, you seemed so vulnerable. Now you're a hero!"


"I'm
really not. That's you. And when I last saw you, I definitely imagined a
hero."


"Hah!
Middle officers can't be heroes. That's for Sergeant and under or General and
up."


Caelia
smiled graciously and gave Major El-Amin's hand an energetic, laughing
shake.


Then the
Major retreated back behind her table; she did not extend the same hand to
Danielle. It was as if the driver simply wasn't there. That oversight was not
on Danielle's mind at all, however. She was consumed by the familiarity between
the two of them. They did not look like a pair of professionals just meeting.
They were definitely good friends.


She felt a
twinge of something in her chest that she hated feeling. It was something ugly
and petty and alien and the feeling of it was bad enough to create a
generalized bad enough feeling throughout
her entire self, spiraling and spiraling. But she simply couldn't help it.


When I last
saw you? What did
that mean? And Caelia had a rather unique expression for the Major, it seemed.
Rarely had Danielle seen her so unabashedly and outwardly cheerful. Sure,
sometimes Danielle made her laugh, or said something charming enough to prompt
a smile, but rarely did Caelia seem infused with this kind of subtle, glowing
energy. What was happening here in front of her eyes? What was happening in her
chest? She knew the answer to that one at least, but she did not want to admit
to the green in her eyes.


"It's
good to see you." Major El-Amin said. "You've, well, changed. Grown
into your own."


"Hah.
You could say that. There's been some changes, yes."


"I'm
glad. You look good."


"Ehh.
I'm okay. I never got to thank you for it. Your help was
appreciated."


"All I
did was offer a little push. It's the same I would do for any comrade."


"Well
then. It is good to see you too, comrade."


"It
has been a long time. I only wish we could have met again under a brighter
star."


"If
you're thinking stage lights, I'm going to have to disappoint you."


"Ah,
oh well. I'll hold out hope, Cello."


Danielle
froze up. She couldn't really follow or understand what was happening and dared
not speak. She felt ostracized in this small room with two people who seemed to
know depths of one another that she simply could not fathom. She had been
Caelia's partner (in tanks) for two
years, and Caelia had already seemingly changed, she supposed, when
Danielle had met her. She had not felt Caelia had changed much at all since then.


"I
apologize for your promotion being tied up. Admin has gone to hell
recently. I still haven't been paid my military wage. After today, I will lobby
for you quite strongly!"


Caelia
laughed a little. "It's alright. You don't have to be sorry."


Major
El-Amin became quiet and looked at Caelia contemplatively.


"Ah,
Caelia. Back in camp, and in those jungles, I was distantly thinking about you.
Your plight rather motivated me, you know. You appreciate my support; but you
supported me too. To think that gallant star I saw storm off the
stage of the Ulyanova theater would--"


Though they
carried on some kind of conversation for the next few moments Danielle simply
could not listen anymore. She could not register the sounds under the trembling
of her body and the pumping of her sinews and the sheer struggle to hold a
neutral face.


That evil
word in her mind that she felt in her chest, that dark petty little word.


She felt
jealousy; that destructive word that she meant she had failed as a good person.


She felt
jealousy for a lot of things then. It was flooding all her good waters with
bile.


Tank
drivers often got marginalized when it came to promotions and accolades. Nobody
quite thought of their work as anything impressive. It was a prerequisite that
somebody move the lumbering bulk of a tank around, and most fancy maneuvering
got a tanker killed; simple movements to and fro were directed by a commander
and unimpressive. So Danielle was used to thinking of herself as unimpressive,
just a somebody among people.


Danielle
was used to just being the driver. But she was not used to being ignored
like this.


Ignored by
her, special
friend Caelia;
ignored for someone brighter, stronger, better.


It was not
this alone that caused her to break. Many things had been compounding ever
since the calm that followed the battle, and even ever since before, far ahead
of the eerie calm where neither of them seemed able to speak. In a more logical
mood Danielle might have understood that they were two awkward, young and tired
people who were not at fault for their silence; she might have seen this one
conversation, though perhaps inconsiderate, as nothing inherently offensive
against her. But she was vulnerable.


Danielle
was an isolated person prone to isolation, and delicate within this stage.


And this
felt like an extraordinary event she was witnessing. And indeed it was.


As such she
simply could not take the cocktail of emotions brewing in her heart.


Her chest
pounding, feeling a distinct pressure both to make herself known, a need to cry
out to Caelia for some acknowledgment of her existence and importance; and also
feeling the pressure to make herself scarce, to let these bosom friends have
their space to reconnect without her vile presence in between; Danielle blurted
something out.


"I
should get started on repairs!"


And she
turned and fled, before the tears in her eyes became noticeable at all.


"Danielle--?"


Caelia
called out her name but Danielle did not hear it. She ran out of the tent, past
a group of engineers trying to fill up portions of the road for trucks to pass,
and up the streets as fast as her legs could carry her, weeping and sobbing,
her chest thrashing and her stomach churning from the anxiety of it all. Her
head assaulted her with a terrifying violence.


Crying and
screaming and stumbling around the road, her brain on fire.


As she ran,
she thought that, of course, ultimately she was
nobody special. She was nobody compared to anybody in anyone's life; in Caelia's life. Shayma El-Amin was a Major and a
tank prodigy and someone special to Caelia who had helped her. Danielle had sat
under her feet in various tanks for two years. She was someone who read lesbian
fiction with her and felt inadequately equipped compared to the heroines of
such tales. She was someone who told her sweet things that sometimes got
replies. They shared rations and bathed together once or twice as cadets. She
was someone who thought of herself as a girl because Caelia had taught her that
she could do so-- she was someone in a tank because Caelia gave her the courage
to pursue that dream and yet. She was still just herself. Just there.


What had she
really done for anybody? What had she done but take and occupy space?


Where had
she even been during those times Caelia needed support, years and years ago?


She did the
right thing to run. She felt like she needed to disappear now, after what she
felt, after breaking down like that over nothing. After offering nothing and
doing nothing and being nothing for all of this nothing-time. She felt stupid
and small and horrible--


"Danielle,
wait--!"


Far behind
her in the distance she made out Caelia's footsteps and resolved to run faster.


Until
another sound completely blocked her partner out.


Danielle
froze.


Gendarmes
nearby sounded the alert.


"AIR
RAID POSITIONS!"


Danielle's tear-flooded
eyes lifted their heavy gaze up toward the sky.


From over
the noon horizon she saw the heavens suddenly thicken.


Hundreds of
aircraft were coming in from over the ocean.


Many
overflew her completely, their shadows swiftly crossing the road.


One started
to drop precipitously. Danielle could see no engines attached to its wings.


Soaring as
if over her own shoulder, the plane barely overflew her, whipping her curly
hair and the loose dress jacket over her bodysuit nearly off her body with
a strong gust of wind.


Crashing
violently into a nearby building, the heavy glider aircraft split into
pieces.


All of
Danielle's spiraling self-hatred emptied out and was slowly replaced with fear.


Emblazoned
prominently on the smashed tail now sticking out of a nearby store, was the
Father-Tree of the Elven Kingdom of Lubon. Dropping right out of the pristine
Rangdan skies, the second prong of the invasion of Ayvarta had finally decided
to join the fray.


Far behind
her, down the street, Caelia stood frozen as well.


As more
gliders began to descend it felt like the gulf between them was a continent wide.







 


 






































58. Operazione Millenio


 


52nd of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


 


Tambwe Dominance, City of Rangda --
8th Division Barracks


 


For the
first time in what seemed like an eternity, the hospital phone was ringing.


So sudden
was the sound that it startled the nurses. Both of them gathered around the
phone wondering if it should be picked up. This responsibility was soon
transferred. Across the hall, Chief Warrant Officer Parinita Maharani walked
out of the first extended stay suites, pushing an occupied wheelchair with a
big, beaming smile on her face. She raised a hand up and shouted down the hall,
in a firm but amicable tone of voice.


"Put
down that phone please! We'll take the call!"


Gently she
pushed the wheelchair forward, all the while the phone rang with abandon.


From
the wheelchair, Colonel Madiha Nakar picked up the telephone handset.


"Hujambo."
She said. "How much coverage have we got?


On the
other end of the line was Sergeant Agni. Her monotone voice sounded crisp and
clear through the telephone lines, all the way across Ocean Road to the Seesea
Heights in North Rangda. There was some noise, some hustle and bustle, far in
the background. But for the most part Madiha could hear Agni unobstructed and
that was a quiet victory.


"Most
of the city."Agni replied.


"Was
it a difficult problem to fix?"


"No,
the 8th Division hardly cut any lines. They
occupied switchboard stations and intimidated the local operators. We didn't
have to spread much cable around."


"Good.
You're coming in loud and clear. How's the front?"


"Quiet.
We're the ones making all the noise. Meanwhile the enemy is timid."


Madiha
smiled to herself.


A little
more of a push and the 8th Division would surrender. She felt a thrill of
satisfaction, realizing that her troops had won this battle. Her plans had
succeeded; her theories, though only loosely applied to this battle, were
shaping up. They had moved quickly, used deception of every kind in their
arsenal to confuse and separate the enemy, and they rushed through the
weaknesses in the enemy line to occupy their rear areas. Without their bases in
Rangda University and Forest Park, without the centralized route that Ocean
Road provided for them, the 8th Division was nothing but isolated, helpless
pockets of worn-out, confused fighters waiting for the vice to tighten around
them.


"Return
to base Agni. Tell your work detachment to keep in touch from over there."


"Yes
ma'am."


Madiha set
the handset back down on the phone base.


"How
was the call?" Parinita asked.


She bent
over Madiha's shoulder from behind, smiling brightly.


Madiha smiled
warmly back. "Sounded perfect. Everything's going according to plan."


Nodding her
head, Parinita wheeled her away from the nurses and back into the suite.


Throughout
the morning more and more of the Colonel's headquarters had been transported to
the hospital. Next to her bed was a small desk with the radio, and a chair for
Parinita. On one of the beds, Padmaja and Bhishma sat together and worked on
reports and paperwork, using a large cutting board from the nearby canteen to have
a hard place to write on. Minardo sat in a visitor's couch, dragged in from the
lobby, and took turns with Parinita between handling the radio traffic,
updating the maps, and directing staff.


"While
you were gone, the Self-Propelled Gun battalion have redeployed to the hinge
position between the University and the Park." Minardo said. She was
seated on her the couch with her hands behind the back of her head.
"They're awaiting further orders."


Parinita
wheeled Madiha closer to the bed, and helped her off the wheelchair and onto
the mattress. She fluffed up the pillows, and held Madiha as she adjusted
herself in bed. Her wounds still hurt. Not just the gunshot, but the sites of
the injections she had received. Those had turned red and the surrounding flesh
felt stiff still. A lot of Madiha hurt when moved, but she grit her teeth and
endured. Parinita took care to be gentle with her.


"Parinita,
tell them to await fire support orders from the infantry park or university.
Shayma has enough firepower already. We will not be giving them any further
missions."


"Yes
ma'am!" Parinita said, saluting cheerfully.


She pushed
back her chair and sat behind the radio, donning the headset.


Madiha lay
back in bed and heaved a long sigh.


"Nothing
else then?"


"No.
We're in the quiet period." Minardo replied. "It was a violent enough
attack."


"No
one attack is enough." Madiha replied. Her offensive was
overwhelmingly strong, she had made sure of it. But no operation could
have allowed a Regiment in this situation to completely terminate a Division.
The 8th would be back, and she had to be ready.


But it was
not up to her alone to be ready yet. That much was out of her hands.


Once the
battle went from strategic planning to tactical execution, the role of a
Colonel like Madiha became both more and less active, in a strange way. She
felt like she had far less sweeping control over the operation once the
planning was done. Her will had been set into stone, and carrying it out made
it more difficult for sweeping amendments to be made. But she was not
completely out of the picture. Madiha still kept in contact with her troops as
much as she could, relaying advice and orders to her three Majors, and from
them to lower ranked field officers. There was still a lot of radio traffic
meant for her.


Radio was
an incredible blessing. She was perturbed by the distance she felt from the
battle, but she was not completely disconnected, and that had been her greatest
fear when she started. She knew more or less how the battlefield was shaping
up. All it took was to have Parinita at her side, taking radio calls as they
came. When setbacks occurred the HQ heard about them quickly and could
issue new strategic orders -- changing major attack routes to avoid
unforeseen strongpoints and authorizing the use of extra ammunition and the
deployment of greater strategic reserves, such as the regimental long-range
artillery.


Outside in
the training field, her 152mm howitzers had been deployed for that purpose.
They were the sword that she could swing to protect her troops even from miles
away.


Exactly
five requests for Regimental fire missions had come to her headquarters. All of
them had been swiftly authorized, and less than a hundred shells total had been
fired by the battery of eleven guns. Only two major changes to the combat
script had been called for. Hakan desired to split his forces and attack the
park from two sides, which he felt confident he could do, and which he was
allowed; Burundi partially lost control of his own attack and requested he be
allowed to terminate his strategic movement at Muhimu Shimba without pressing
further. Because of Lion's surrender, this too was allowed.


Shayma
executed her part of the plan flawlessly and without support or amendment.


Now
everyone was regrouping, repairing damage, and waiting for the next phase.


Madiha was
feeling much the same, and she had hardly moved for hours now.


"Parinita,"


She turned
a soft a smile on her assistant and girlfriend, and stretched a hand over hers.


Parinita looked
to the hand settled on the makeshift desktop, and looked up with a smile.


"How
are you holding up?" Madiha asked.


"I'm
fine. Now that you're here I'm much more confident." Parinita replied.


Madiha
nodded her head, but she desired a deeper answer than that. She drew in a
breath and thought of how to arrange her words best. "Parinita, I know for
you, this must be particularly difficult; you get to hear or read first-hand
about the loss of life out there. All of it is affecting our people this time.
I need to know how that is affecting you."


"Wow,
you're reminding me of myself. I thought I was the worrywart here."
Parinita said. She had an aura of ease and gentleness about her. "I'm
perturbed, somewhere deep down, but, well. Madiha, I'm a soldier too. I might
fight with a pen and pad most of the time, but I'm here because I wanted to do
my part to defend our country. From anyone if necessary."


"I
apologize." Madiha said. She felt a little jolt to her heart. As a person
who had some difficulty gathering and formulating her emotions into thoughts
and into speech, Madiha was gravely self-conscious of her social slip-ups. She
was sure she had offended Parinita.


For her
part, the Chief Warrant Officer showed no sign of distress. She smiled.
"You don't have anything to be sorry for, Madiha. I knew what you meant. I
just wanted you to know, in no uncertain terms, that as long as you're in
command, I'll have faith in our cause."


"I'm
glad." Madiha said. She felt an incredible comfort having Parinita at her
side.


Parinita
turned fully toward Madiha on her seat, and gave her a gentle look.


"Being
honest, the only anxiety I really have is that we're advancing
so fast." Parinita said. "I hope we don't succumb to the same
hubris our enemies displayed in Adjar."


Madiha nodded.
"I understand completely. I promise to be cautious."


"I
know you will."


"A
quick response! You do have a lot of faith."


"Well,
you have an uncanny ability with war, Madiha. It's like you've read the
script."


Parinita
giggled with delicate fingers over her lips.


"I
suppose so!" Madiha chuckled.


"I
know so! You're a regular action hero!" Parinita cheered.


"No!"
Madiha replied, laughing. "I couldn't be! You can't have high action
from a bed!"


"It's
experimental, Madiha! Experimental film!"


Both of
them laughed and held hands and felt a great girlish joy in the moment.


Such
giddiness was uncharacteristic of Madiha, and she loved the feeling.


They were
still on the clock, so to specific, and the hand-holding was brief.


When they
separated, Parinita returned with a smile to her business persona.


Madiha put
on her gentlest stone-faced officer looks.


"Here's
the current situation." Parinita said, flipping through a folder of
reports. "Our tactical commands all seem to agree that the 8th Division is
unlikely to mount a counterattack until outside reinforcements appear in
force. Because there were so many pell-mell retreats in every front that
we attacked against, the 8th Division's reformed into something like a dozen
isolated clusters instead of organizing a coherent battle line."


Madiha
nodded her head. "How strong are these units, do you think?"


Parinita
stopped flipping and settled on a pair of reports clipped to a multi-cell
table.


"I've
compared some of the preliminary reports with an inventory we're familiar with:
that of an Adjar Battlegroup Ox Rifle Division. Ram shouldn't be that much
different. Judging from the captured and destroyed equipment of the Lion
Battalion, the 96th Battalion, and the 69th Battalion, Ram's losses in rifles,
machine guns, mortars and tanks must mean the remaining guys and gals in
those pockets are nearly unarmed."


"Have
you checked all of that math out yourself?" Madiha asked.


"Triple
checked." Parinita said, adjusting her glasses with a big smile on her
face.


"I
suppose their heavy artillery is still unaccounted for." Madiha said.


"Some
was captured from Lion, but Burundi, El-Amin and Hakan agree that the pocket in
Council probably contains the lion's share of remaining Howitzers. However, its
share of tanks is likely small. There's been more sightings of Goblins in the
south-west pocket."


"So
then, it may be possible to launch a decapitating strike on Council."


"Major
El-Amin could launch it."


"Has
she requested permission for it?"


"No.
I'm just making an observation."


Parinita
smiled and Madiha smiled back. It was an easy observation to make. El-Amin was
closest to Council. But still, Madiha liked to think that something of her
military acumen was rubbing off on Parinita, though her lover and secretary had
already been a fairly astute military mind herself, when compared to other
staffers Madiha had experience with.


"You're
correct. She could. However, it is a gamble to launch another tank-heavy
operation like this. Regrouping around infantry support is better for her, for
now."


"Yes
ma'am." Parinita said, saluting amicably. "Our reserves are on their
way there."


Madha
nodded. She crossed her arms and craned her head toward the ceiling, thinking
aloud. "Since the 8th Division base here was stripped of equipment when we
found it, for the most part, it must mean the stockpiles were moved somewhere
else. And knowing the Mansas, Council district likely has much more equipment
than we give it credit for."


"Do
you think? The 8th Division was deployed to fight on the front lines. Surely
they would have just taken all their stockpiles with them, if the garrison was
emptied?"


"Not
all of them. Do you remember Gowon?"


Parinita
stuck out her tongue. "How could I ever forget that scumbag?"


Madiha
laughed. "Gowon, ever the greedy fool, saw the stockpiles as his own
entitlement. He wanted to keep them away from the Council, so he would hold the
purse strings, so to speak. But the Mansas, the Rangdan Council, are far more
influential than Adjar's Council was. I believe the Mansas probably did the
opposite. Distrusting their own Gowons in their military command, they probably
decided when the war broke out to keep the stockpiles closer to home and
away from a potentially corrupt or disloyal military command."


"You
could be right. Gods defend. I can't believe what a mess the South has
been."


"Solstice
has always had trouble keeping tabs on things down here." Madiha sighed.


To think
that a child herself of the rebellious Ayvartan south, would be here to put it
down.


Madiha
shook her head. There was no time to contemplate those political failures.


They were
in the past. Daksha was in control in Solstice and Nocht was largely in control
in the South anyway. To preserve the bridge to Solstice, she had to act
decisively now.


"I'm
willing to bet Aksara Mansa will redeploy the police and the coast guard and
whatever else he can get his hands on to Council district, arm them out of the
stockpiles, and form a buffer of paramilitaries to slow us down or fight us
off. Attacking Council will be bloody."


Parinita
bowed her head a little. "More comrades trapped on the wrong side of
things."


"All
we can do for them is try to fight the Mansas as surgically as possible."


"Right.
Under Gowon I would have felt distraught. But I know you can do it."


Parinita
performed a cute little wink, and Madiha felt her face flush a little.


"Get a
private bed you two!" Minardo shouted from across the room, grinning.


Bhishma and
Padmaja stared up from the bed they were working off of.


Before
Madiha could verbally retaliate, the door to the hospital suite opened.


Dragging a
cord behind him, a soldier ran in with a telephone box in hand.


It was
ringing intermittently as he dragged it around the room.


"Ma'am,
we've got an urgent call from Rangda Engineering." said the soldier.


Madiha
beckoned him closer, and he set the box down on the bed. She took the call.


"Hujambo,
this is Colonel Nakar. Is that you, C.T.O Parambrahma?"


His voice
sounded agitated on the line, but it was indeed the ARG-2 radar's inventor.


"Doctor,
now. Adjar fell, commander, and the ARG-2 returned to civilian science,
alongside myself. I'm merely the only one of my colleagues who dared contact
you."


"Why
is that? Have you bought into the newspaper narrative?"


"Whether
or not is true, it is an intergovernmental dispute, and my fellows all believed
and collectively agreed to remain neutral throughout. In the spirit of this
neutrality, they attempted to contact Council with important information, but
were quickly rebuffed."


She could
sense sarcasm and anger in his voice. He must have considered that a betrayal.
For one who came from Adjar into Rangda in order to do important work, and who
saw his former comrades vilified and agreed not to intervene, it must have felt
like the basest hypocrisy to see the Rangdans all align with their own people
despite a vow of neutrality.


She
wondered how similarly compromised other intellectual circles in Rangda were.


"So
you are contacting me? For what purpose?" Madiha asked.


"To
defend Rangda. Whether you do it or the Council does makes no difference, but
Colonel, this is important. We have precious little time to respond to it. The
ARG-2 is picking up an unprecedented amount of airborne signals coming in from
the sea!"


Madiha
nearly dropped the phone. Her heart started racing.


"How
many?"


"We
can't pick up an exact amount. The ARG-2's radar picture is too
saturated."


"Could
that just be a bug in the design?"


"No.
Trust me, Colonel, please. There are real planes out there. Whom do they belong
to?"


"Not
me."


"Then
you must do something about them, because Mansa will not."


Madiha hung
up on Parambrahma without saying another word.


"Parinita,
we have to go."


"Huh?"


Mustering
up her strength, Madiha pushed herself off from the bed and onto her feet.


Her boots
hit the ground and her legs seemed to bend and buckle like jelly. Her flank
burned, and her arms protested heavily, particularly at the sites where Mansa's
grusesome needles stuck her flesh again and again. She nearly stumbled to
the floor, but Parinita practically leaped up onto her own two feet and grabbed
hold of her, and righted her.


"Madiha,
you can't just jump up off the bed like that, you'll break something!"


"Parinita,
we need to sound an air raid alarm, now."


"What?"


Every head
in the room turned toward them with sudden shock.


Thankfully
the Staff Sergeant wasted no time questioning it.


"You
two!" Minardo shouted at Bhishma and Padmaja. "You're young and spry!
Run to the depots and alert the troops there. We have some AA deployed,
but we need all of it. Now!"


Bhishma and
Padmaja dropped everything and ran out the door.


The soldier
with the telephone stood dumbly for a moment and then followed them.


"I'll
keep an eye on the radio. You two should go." Minardo said.


Perhaps
sensing the urgency with which Madiha wanted to leave, Parinita shouldered the
weight of her, and hefted her to the wheelchair, and then quickly sped her out
of the hospital and to the field. By noon the skies were largely clear and the
sun had risen high over the earth. The day was warm but cool, and bright, and
there was good visibility.


Nothing in
the sky, not yet.


Arrayed
around the base were circular defenses of sandbags around anti-tank guns
and machine guns and the scattered anti-air gun, their crews relaxed now that
the 8th Division seemed to be falling to pieces in the face of them. Madiha
approached the closest such defense, near which there was a Goblin tank with an
antennae protruding from its turret, captured from the 8th Division and used
now as a command station.


Parinita
climbed atop the tank in Madiha's place.


"Commander,
call in an air raid alarm across all defenses, right now!"


Without
question the Goblin's commander started to broadcast.


Swiftly as
this order traveled, however, the enemy was swifter.


The ARG-2
had a range of around a hundred kilometers, give or take an extra fifty. This
was a distance that even the slowest aircraft could travel in twenty or thirty
minutes.


No sooner
had the Regiment begun to rouse to the threat, that the horizon became spotted
with black flecks moving closer and closer, gaining size and definition and
form and every second becoming more obviously a threat. They were a threat in
their bulk, for many of the high-flying ships seemed to be large bombers, but
also a threat in their number. Before anyone knew it, before a strong reaction
could be had, the sky was thick with them.


It was like
a flock of birds or bats, just appearing in one's field of vision without
warning.


Madiha
looked up at the sky, seated on her wheelchair in front of the hospital, and it
seemed to her that a hundred ranks that could have only added up to a thousand
planes, had all of a sudden taken hold of her sky. They crossed the ocean,
overflew the docks, and penetrated into the urban core in a matter of moments.
Many planes remained high up, others maneuvered and circled, but just as many
started to descend toward the city.


Some
careened so fast and far they appeared to crash.


One such
plane did not just appear to crash -- it slammed to earth
with mad energy.


"Watch
out! Everybody down!" Madiha shouted.


Parinita
huddled near her and held her with both arms. Madiha crouched on her chair.


Overflying
the training field, a large plane, broad-winged but without engines, without
landing gear, dove from the heavens, peeling off from the larger flock along
with dozens of others. Launching down at a steep angle, the plane swiped
carelessly at the ground, throwing up a geyser of dirt and grass, losing its
wings and flipping over on the grass.


It rolled
and bounced and broke in half and scattered bodies and boxes from its bulk.


Behind it,
all across the training field, debris and scattered equipment littered the
earth.


Soldiers
from the defensive line left their useless anti-tank guns and ran to the crash.


Madiha and
Parinita, shocked to silence for a moment where they stood, watched more planes
go down in the distance, falling over every sector they had mapped out in the
city for their battle. Planes ferrying elven men and women and equipment to
war. Planes bearing the Father-Tree of the Kingdom of Lubon and the battle
standards of its Queen Passionale Vittoria. The Battle of Rangda was no
longer fought largely by Ayvartans alone.


Madiha
shook her head, and shouted at the radio Goblin as the scene unfolded.


"Deploy
all anti-air we have. Now, right now! Open fire on anything in the sky!"


Again the
order was swift, and the defense rapidly organized, but it was all desperate.


Flak
started to fly, and the skies started to turn red, but the chaos was only
beginning.


 


North Ayvartan Sea -- Regia
Marina, Flagship Imperatrix


 


"When you said a
thousand planes I thought it mere bluster. And yet,
somehow--"


"Hah! I
told you, I had found a thousand, and it is a thousand I sent flying."


Marshal
Adolfo Garzoni gazed out from the tower of the N.d.M. Imperatrix at
a sky thick with planes. Within the operations room of the largest
elven Battleship ever built, he could see the troops and sailors of the
invasion fleet rushing out into the open, packing the decks of cruisers and
aircraft carriers and frigates sailing all around the flagship. His men and
women gazed overhead with an awe that was palpable even from this far up.


Flying over
the fleet were a thousand planes headed for
the Ayvartan coast.


Garzoni
felt no similar awe to his troops, for awe was reserved for the bystander; he
felt the elation of a craftsman. He smiled to himself, and he lit his
ceremonial cigar, confident that it would not be smoked for naught. He would
make history, with the largest aerial attack ever conducted by a modern
industrial power. One thousand planes; one thousand.


"What
a fine send-off to our Higwean lease, wouldn't you say?" He said.


"Perhaps.
I still believe those thousand planes must land to succeed. Though you
did not bluster in your logistics, this Operation Millennium of yours
is bluster to me in other ways."


"Oh,
truly? Why don't we put it up to a bet, my lady?"


"Gambling
is beneath me; and gambling with the lives of my troops is disgraceful."


She sneered
at him; that Knight wench always sneered at him.


At his
side, watching with what was certainly awe, no matter how much she tried to
conceal it with her outward cynicism, stood a tall, bright-skinned, emerald
eyed knight. She was Lady Anna Marlborough of the Royal Knights XX Corps. She
was, as far as Garzoni was concerned, a pest. But one that had to be put up
with. She was stunningly beautiful, with long golden hair and a delicate face,
and looked slender and perfectly fit in her ceremonial armor, a breastplate,
gauntlets and fauld around a blue uniform.


She was
also a Knight, and Knights ever competed for attention with the Regulars, such as he, of the Elven army. Despite his status as a
marshal, her status as Knight
Commandant made her an equal, even while her troops were nominally under his
command. Knightly officers were also royalty of a sort; a Regular like him was
only a highly skilled laborer. Anna Marlborough had lands and servants
and noblesse
oblige. She was a Lady of war.


And yet, it
had been him who did the impossible
and found the Queen a foot into Ayvarta within weeks instead of months.
While Lady Marlborough and her ilk drank their wine and fucked their squires,
Garzoni had pored over every possibility. It was clear to everyone in GHQ that
an invasion unsupported by air power would have been impossible, and that the
Kingdom's spare biplane carriers would not be enough to support a landing.
Their Air Force was, frankly, inferior even to the shambolic communist air
defenders. Even with all their obsolete planes, the Regia Aeronautica could not
have easily deployed anyway. No air bases existed for the Kingdom that could
reach any suitable invasion coast. Except one.


Garzoni had
made the discovery. They had a lease on Higwean lands that was meant for a
bomber force that was all but forgotten in the mid-2020s. It could be quickly,
sloppily but usefully rehabilitated. He devoted all of his intellect and power
to gathering a thousand of whatever planes could be found, refurbished or
sparingly shipping to the Higwe. He exhausted every avenue, employed every
favor and every trick that he could muster.


A thousand planes took off
from the Higwe. Even with this feat accomplished, the operation was
dubious. It was not a traditional bombing run. It simply could not be.
Under normal circumstances the old Whitford and Cheshire bombers of the
Higwean air fields could not have made it to Ayvarta with a full bomb
load, not even from the Higwe. It was even more dubious that they could have
made it with their current cargo. No; his attack was different.


Hundreds of
heavy twin-engine bombers led the flock, lightly armed and carrying little but
extra fuel, crammed everywhere that it could be safely stored. No bombs;
instead they dragged behind themselves by steel tow rope a number of
engine-less gliding transports. Every transport was filled with troops; some
even had tanks and gemini armored cars and light
artillery inside them. It would be their task to capture Ayvarta's shining port
of Rangda to give Lubon its foothold. Not even Nocht would know what hit
Ayvarta today.


Garzoni's
improvisational genius flew on wings half a decade old. But he was confident.


"Have
a little more faith in me." Garzoni said, in place of saying anything
offensive.


Lady
Marlborough crossed her arms over her chest, staring up at the sky.


"I
entrusted you some of my soldiers. That is an uncharacteristic display of my
faith."


Garzoni
kept himself from snorting. "Ayvarta's military position is precarious.
Their forces are weak. Within a few hours, your Gryphon Riders Regiment, and
the Royal Highlander Rifles, will land in their midst and the confusion will be
enough for a rout."


"Can
those gliders land in an urban setting like Rangda?" Lady Marlborough
asked.


"Every
glider has a pilot to control the descent. They have been highly trained."


"Have
they ever practiced urban landings? I ask because my Gryphon Riders have not.
We have only been authorized practice landings in the countryside." She
said.


Garzoni
gave her no answer. Because she was right; it was too dangerous to practice
glider landing in an urban setting. But the principals were the same for
landing any aircraft. You found a clean strip of land and you landed. You
reduced speed, nose up, all of those things; air men knew them. They had to.
Garzoni was not an air man; he was strictly infantry. But he had air men
assigned to this task and he trusted air men to do the job. They knew how.


Lady
Marlborough turned suddenly from the window, and spoke with her back turned.


"Garzoni,
the moment we touch land, we are telling Nocht about this operation and we are
linking up with them. This is their war, and you will never take it from their
grasp."


"That's
out of your hands. Just watch me, milady."
Garzoni said, grinning to himself.


He said the
last word in the slimiest tone that he could muster, and she clearly felt it.


Lady
Marlborough stormed off the Imperatrix's tower with a flourish of her cape and
a flash of her golden hair, and Garzoni could muster no strong emotion in
return against her. She was now beneath him and beneath his glory and he was
glad that she was gone. Watching the planes headed for Ayvarta in long,
seemingly invincible ranks, he thought-- no, he knew he saw the beggining
of the Elven Empire's climb back to global conquest.


All he
needed was Rangda, the Shining Port, just a place to land. And then the 9th,
10th and 11th Armies of the Kingdom of Lubon, armed to the teeth with tanks,
machine guns, and artillery, backed by the elite Knights and the vicious
Blackshirt Legion and supported by over a third of the ships of the world's
most experienced and storied Navy, would march to Solstice and claim it
for the elven monarch, as their ancestors had twice tried and failed to. This
time, their natural defenses would not spare the Ayvartans Elven wrath.


And
Lubon's wonderful ally, Nocht, would unknowingly pave the way to this
glory.


 


City of Rangda -- Ocean Road


 


Caelia.


"Danielle!"


She heard
the cries but she also heard overwhelming, encroaching buzzing and whirring.


Her partner
shouted the words, but in Danielle's mind the name merely reverberated. She was
frozen in silence, watching as the sky began to teem with mechanical life.
Hundreds of planes sliced through the air in a uniquely terrifying scene, a
surreal picture. From one second to the next, without fanfare, without transition,
as if they had always been there, the planes merely were. It seemed to take
everyone a few moments to register it.


Everyone
but Caelia; Caelia ran from down the street, crying out her name.


It was
strange and sudden. Why was she running? Wasn't she happy with her friend? Did
she not want to spend some time with Major El-Amin, a person greater than
little Santos?


Danielle
almost wanted to ask why she was here, wasting her time with a loser like her.


But
Danielle couldn't move. Her haze of self-hatred was pierced through by the
sudden sight of a plane, coming down sharply from the vast flock that
congregated overhead.


It was one
plane among what seemed like hundreds, but it trapped her gaze.


One large
plane circled the city, looking for a good run, and it swept in a perpendicular
path over Ocean Road. From its flanks a dozen ant-like objects, small and
distant, little flecks that could have been dust in Danielle's eyes, dropped
out into the air and were borne gently down by bursting white blossoms
from their backs. Paratroopers.


Soon more
of the large planes were breaking formation and dropping their troops.


Danielle
wanted to cry out but her tongue was turned to stone.


Caelia
shouted again, and she stopped, two blocks away. She stared skyward.


From somewhere
distant, flashing red shots launched into the air by the hundreds.


Anti-air
guns detonated fragmentation rounds within the teeming mass of the invading
aircraft fleet, and the results were instantaneous. Hundreds of bursts of smoke
and metal tinged the blue sky gray and black and sent the once placid
formations into convulsions.


Engine-less
gliding planes maneuvered their bulk toward the ground in a panic and crashed
in places distant; smaller, swifter interceptor craft that had accompanied the
fleet started to dance and circle and strafe to avoid the shots. Slow
bombers went up in the sky like their own bombs would have on the ground,
exploding into gigantic fireballs.


Paratroopers
caught mid-fall were turned to red mist by the flak.


One plane
flew right over Danielle's shoulder and nearly swept her into the air.


It crashed
behind her, splintering, exploding like a suicide diver.


Metal and
blood started to rain down on Ocean Road and it looked like the sky was
falling.


Caelia was
calling her name; she could see her partner's lips moving.


But she
could not hear her under the sounds of the blasts and the sweeping rush of the
enemy aircraft and the panic that screamed within the confines of her own mind.


Danielle fixated
on her, on her familiar face and form, on that warm gentle girl whom she loved
so much, that tall lovely unique girl with a charming voice and a rare but
lovely smile, who she wanted to know everything about, who made her feel like
she was worth something, whom she would do anything for. That beautiful girl
who was a bit awkward and made her feel so good about being awkward herself.
That wonderful girl whom she had long ago resolved to support and protect. She
watched her standing across the way with the unfolding carnage between her. And
then she watched her suddenly disappear.


From the
sky, a massive bomber plane was hit in its engines by flak, disgorging the prop
from its nacelle and starting fires, and the machine careened earthward at
terrific speed.


Upon Ocean Road
it landed, its bulk crushing the path between Caelia and Danielle.


Behind that
wreck, she disappeared. Danielle snapped out of her slumber.


"Caelia!"


She turned
around and rushed for the alleway where Harmony was parked.


Gendarmes
and stray soldiers started to shout aimless orders. There was confusion.


At
Danielle's side a second bomber dropped, crushing flat a Hobgoblin in an
alleyway.


She felt a
brief surging of heat from the explosion at her side, and Danielle shouted and
held herself with her arms and ran headlong toward where the tank should have
been; where it must have been or else
everything was lost. She ran past the confused soldiers, past cars and tractors
being abandoned or driven away from the scene, past the touching down elven
soldiers that fell disoriented from the sky and stumbled to their feet.


I can't
lose her. I can't lose her.


Hurtling
around a corner and into an alleyway she found the Kobold intact.


Danielle
rushed to open the hatch and climb into her driver's seat.


She reached
behind herself into a compartment that sat under Caelia.


From inside
she withdrew a Danava light machine gun with a special mount.


It would
partially block her vision when installed, but that did not matter.


She had
hardly ever shot the emergency gun. There was little need to practice with it.
It should not have been necessary. And yet she did not think twice about
seizing it.


Affixing
the gun in front of her propped-open front hatch, she put a hand on the sticks
and kept a hand on the gun, so she could both drive and shoot. She slammed the
clutches, turned the power, and watched the gauges rise with renewed life.
Repairs had not been completed before everything went upside-down. But that,
too, did not matter.


Harmony
roared to life.


Danielle,
weeping, sobbing, shaking, felt its power surge into her.


I will not
lose her.


Despite the
planes saturating the sky, and the enemy dropping on her head.


She knew
then that if she gave up on Caelia, regardless of the odds, she would hate
herself more than she ever had before. However much she felt undeserving --
Caelia needed her.




 


 










































59. Stelle Cadenti


 


52nd of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


 


Tambwe Dominance, City of Rangda --
University Ave.


 


Inside the medical tent the entry
curtains stirred and spread at her behest, and behind them, Corporal Gulab
Kajari found a familiar pale-haired, dark-skinned girl with a very blank
expression, sitting alongside a nurse. Gulab smiled and stretched her arms wide.


"Hey!
Guess who's back? Gimme a hug!" Gulab called out
amicably.


Charvi
Chadgura almost leaped from atop the stretcher and seized upon Gulab, resting
her head on the woman's chest and surprising her with her energy. Despite the
empty look to her eyes and the neutral setting of her lips, Charvi's affection
and relief was evident in the dead-tight grip she had on Gulab's chest, and in
her gentle, almost purr-like stirring.


"Well, it
works, but it feels more like you're clinging than hugging." Gulab said.


"I want
to cling." Charvi replied. Her unaffected monotone remained the same too.


Gulab giggled.


She closed her
arms around Charvi's shoulders and back and nestled with her.


"See, I'm
perfectly ok." Gulab said.


"I was
still worried. You nearly died."


"Hmph! Nearly nothin'! If a Rock Bear can't kill me, nothing
can!"


"I will
still worry."


"That's
fair."


Behind them,
the nurse watched with a patient, smiling face.


Gulab caught
sight of her over Charvi's shoulder and felt self-conscious for a moment.


"Anyway,
you should get yourself fixed up."


She gently
separated herself from Charvi, who looked at her in the eyes and blinked.


"Nothing
is wrong with me." Charvi said.


Interjecting,
the nurse raised her hand with a concerned expression.


"Actually
comrade, you have a fragment wound in your leg that should be cared for."


Looking down,
Gulab found torn cloth and seeping blood near Charvi's knee.


"You
should get that taken care of." Gulab insisted.


"It's
fine." Charvi said. "I don't feel pain."


"Infection
respects no hero, comrade." replied the nurse. "I must clean it
at least."


Gulab chuckled
at Charvi's casual obstinancy. She clearly wanted to spend time with her now
that there was a hard-won instant of calm after all they had gone through.
Gulab appreciated it; she wanted to be by Charvi's side too, even if they did
nothing more than sit down and sleep against each other's shoulders in the back
of a truck back to base.


"Nurse,
would it be okay if I just stayed here?" Gulab asked.


"I don't
see why not!" said the nurse, smiling.


"Well
then." Gulab nodded to the nurse. "Charvi, I'll be right here, so get
patched up."


Charvi clapped
her hands gently.


"If you
say so."


The Nurse
found Gulab a seat, and she sat back to watch the nurse snip away part of
Charvi's pants leg and dab her wound gently with a saline solution to clean it.
Gulab watched the procedure with a placid smile, but her mind was mostly empty
of thought. She was coming down from the rush and panic of the previous battle.
She felt an eerie sense of satisfaction. A lot had gone wrong -- she had been
hurt, Charvi had been hurt, and many of their comrades suffered worse. However,
they managed to pull through.


They protected
so many others, and worked together to defeat an enemy that was vicious,
numerous and ostensibly prepared for battle. Despite everything, they had won.


Gulab herself
had hunted a giant; almost in the way that her ancestors always had.


Though she
hated her interaction with that tradition, she realized that sometimes the
giants were hunted because they could kill the people you love, and not for its
own sake. She felt that she would fight any enemy to safeguard the people she
cared about. For her comrades; for people like Adesh and the kids, or Caelia
and Danielle; for Charvi. Anyone who would hurt them, who would hurt innocents;
if she could hunt them then she would.


She felt a
burden start to lift in that regard. Maybe even that side of her was not
indelibly her father's, not indelibly owned by men. Maybe it could be a part of
her as a woman too.


Maybe it
didn't all have to end up like it did with her grandfather.


"All
done! You were a swell patient, Sergeant."


Charvi stood
up from the stretcher and waved a hand at the nurse as a quiet thanks.


Her knee was
wrapped in a big patch with a red blotch on it, but she could walk.


Gulab stood
from her seat, and stretched her arms. She felt a hint of drowsiness.


"I think
we've earned a bite and a long, quiet truck ride to the barracks, no?" She
said.


"We have.
I can go see how my stamp book is doing." Charvi said.


"Where
did you leave it?"


"I left
it with the company commissary, back at the base. They have waterproof
lockers."


"Someday
I'm going to make you a case for that thing."


"A
case?"


"Yup! You
wouldn't know it, but I'm pretty handy with leather."


Chatting idly,
they walked outside the tent and down the road.


The University
and its surroundings felt like they had completely transformed.


After the fall
of Muhimu Shimba the Lion Battalion was quickly mopped up. Lion's remaining
troops overwhelmingly surrendered outright; though they had no way of
knowing their commander had been defeated, the presence of enemy forces in
Muhimu Shimba was enough to break their faith. It became clear that at
Lion's last stand only a fraction of the battalion's remaining troops were
present. Had the entire battalion rallied the battle would have been bloodier;
had the Jotun remained in place, it might have become a temporary rout. In the
heat of the moment, everything had become hectic and improvisational but they
managed to win out regardless. Now the location was theirs.


University
Avenue had become the nerve center of the 2nd Battalion's operations. Its
logistics train back to Colonel Nakar's HQ was solidified and trucks were
coming and going unmolested, carrying troops and support personnel to and fro.
Tents for the medics and signals personnel and computer support teams had begun
to sprout, many hidden within or between buildings for some cover from enemy
spotters. Burundi's organic artillery support had begun to arrive too. Gulab
spotted the light howitzers, towed in by truck, setting up in groups of three
in a little sitting park along the way down from the medical tent. Broken-down
buildings, damaged in the fighting, were used to conceal ammunition.


There was a
lot of hustle and bustle. Not everyone could breathe as easy as she yet.


Though the
battle raged on in spirit, it was no longer Gulab's battle to fight now.


It was
expected that Gulab and Charvi and their comrades would be rotated out for
fresher troops. She had been given to understand that she could expect to fight
much longer battles in the future, but to survive today against the 8th's
numerical advantages they needed troops to maintain a "high combat quality."
So rotations for rest were necessary. This was especially necessary for prized
veterans like herself, who were invaluable.


Gulab had
puffed up her chest quite a bit upon hearing such accolades.


But the
promise of sleep and food was much more important at the moment.


Quietly
basking in each other's orbit, the pair sidled up to a fresh truck, newly
arrived and with an empty bed, and climbed up onto the back, maneuvering around
a machine gun on a mount grafted to the center of the bed, no doubt in haste.
They sat with their backs to metal and their rumps on the cold floor. Gulab
felt a little sleepy as soon as she took her body weight off her legs.
Everything she had done in the past few hours seemed to have finally caught up
to her, now that she had allowed it. She leaned against Chadgura.


"Hey, if
you're awake, lemme know when we get back to base."


"Okay."


"I wanna
grab some hot lentils before they're out a batch, you know?"


"I will
keep my eyes open."


"Oh no,
you should sleep too! I just mean, if you happen to be
awake."


Chadgura
clapped her hands softly.


They waited in
the truck, while more people arrived from around the block with their weapons
and remaining ammunition in tow, sitting in whatever truck was closest or
fancied them best. Gulab began to nod off. Whenever she blinked, she held her
eyes in darkness longer each time, and felt she could see more and more of a
dream each time.


Each glimpse
of the horizon, briefer and briefer, put into stark relief a group of shadows.


They could
have been specks of dust, so distant were they, or mere tricks of the light and
the dreaming dark upon Gulab's eyes. But their movement was predictable and
relentless in the way only physical things could achieve, utterly lacking the
whimsy of a fantasy. As they came closer and closer, as the mite-like shadows
gained definite form and began to issue noise and part the clouds they sailed
through, the drowsy Gulab started to realize she was seeing something
materially real; and that she was not the only witness.


Slowly, across
one street and then another, heads began to turn, eyes began to climb.


Everyone
measured the sky and found objects fast approaching.


Visions of
Bada Aso returned unbidden to the collective unconscious of the Regiment.


At first
stupefied, the various units around University were joined under a singular
call:


"AIRCRAFT
APPROACHING! Sound the air raid sirens and find shelter!"


This call came
not from a Major or a Lieutenant but a Sergeant in charge of a spool of telephone
wire. Nonetheless, everyone was all too eager to comply, despite the lack of an
air raid siren or any formal shelter -- this was not Bada Aso. Soon Gulab found
the truck around her emptying suddenly, and similar trucks as well. There was a
mad rush away from open space and into the buildings. Doors to places left
inviolate after the fighting, were finally kicked to the floor; everyone
dispersed into the shops and galleries.


Gulab finally
snapped from her half-awake stupor. Aircraft. Air Raid.


"Charvi!"
She cried out.


At her side,
Charvi had stood upright and was looking over the walls of the truck.


"Excuse
me," she said aloud, trying to get the attention of running passersby.


Nobody
answered her, and the dispersing troops made every effort to get as far away as
they could from the sight of the aircraft during their brief moment of
leaderlessness.


Gulab grabbed
her belt and helped herself to stand.


"What are
you doing?" She asked.


Charvi looked
at her, blank-faced as usual.


"Wondering
what our orders will be now." She said.


To her seeming
confusion, nobody appeared to have orders to give as the aircraft overflew
their skies with relative impunity. Gulab watched her comrades dispersing, and
having never been under the bombs in Bada Aso, she wondered what she could now
do.


 


City of Rangda --
Approaching Rangdan Airspace


 


Sitting inside the Elleth troop glider was like being imprisoned
in a hanging cage. Not all of them were imprisoned -- Lydia knew that for
some, this was liberating. For her, and for one other, she knew it was not a
choice they could have ever made, not really. For a lady Knight of her
predilection, it was either this sacrifice, or a lifetime of other sufferings.


The Elleth was
the largest of the gliders flying from the Higwe. Despite its awe-inspiring
size, its interiors were tight and rattling, and the floor beneath her feet
felt unsteady and loose. There were no viewports to the outside and the door to
the cockpit, where the pilot would land the massive unpowered glider craft, was
sealed up. The troops sat fifteen in a row on either side of the craft, under a
series of great arcing ribs supporting the fuselage.


All of them
were women. It was rare to see a squadron of knights that was integrated.


"Gwen,
how are you holding up?"


Lydia looked
beside herself. There was an elfin girl about a head shorter than her -- Lydia
was pretty tall, so it was no aspersion on Gwen. Though dressed in the same
blue uniform, with the same plate guard over her chest and back and the same
steel-lined gloves and knee caps and boots, the same silver circlet denoting a Paladin, a Knight officer, Gwen looked like a wilting flower sitting in the
Elleth. Her delicate face was bowed, and her wavy chestnut hair dropped over
her face. Lydia could only see her lips, curled in frown.


"Gwendolyn?"
Lydia asked again.


Slowly, the
girl looked up at her with her shining, emerald green eyes.


The eyes
of the Palladienzi family; the survivors now known as the Vittoria family.


"I'm
sorry, I couldn't hear you over the noise." Gwen said.


There was air
rushing outside the craft, and in the interior it was the background hum of
their existence. Buffeting winds and rattling joints and the unadulterated
stench of metal.


"How are
you feeling? Are you air-sick?" Lydia asked.


"I am
fine."


She was not
fine. But there was not much that could be done about it.


"How
close do you think we are to landing?"


"Unsure."


"Are you
ready, you think? Have you checked your rifle yet?"


"Lydia, I
got the same training as you. I'll take care of it."


She was going
from monosyllabic to snippy, so it was time to retire the conversation.


Taking her own
advice, Lydia began to check her equipment. Despite their titles and prestige
the Knights were a military unit in the modern world. Though she had on a breastplate
and a circlet over her uniform, she still had a firearm, grenades and
ammunition. As a tall and strong girl she was selected to be the automatic
"rifleman" for the squadron. She wielded a Myrta light machine gun that she stowed
under her seat.


It was a
strange and unwieldy weapon, a long rifle, all metal save for the buttstock,
with a conical barrel shroud and a fixed, side-loading magazine into which
stripper clips were fed. She was careful with the magazine -- if it was damaged
the gun became inoperable. There were no field replacements, though there was
an extra Myrta in the Elleth's storage. Lydia had already loaded a stripper
clip and she checked to see if it was still seated.


Her biggest
worry was the lubricating device that helped in feeding the gun.


She could not
tell if it was properly working or not, without taking the gun apart.


While
Gwendolyn sighed at her side, Lydia counted her ammunition and rations.


"Fine,
I'll do it."


Gwendolyn
seemed to say this as if to the air, and pulled her wooden Quercia rifle from under her seat. She checked
the chamber, the bolt and counted her 6.5mm en-bloc clips,
all with a grumpy look on her face. Lydia smiled and suppressed a giggle at the
sight.


If only Gwen
could have smiled too. But she had a lot on her mind.


Lydia
understood all too well.


She knew that
out of all them, Gwendolyn had the most to worry about.


Being a cousin
of the Queen was not luxurious. Especially when the Queen had killed her every
other cousin; the ones she did not like. Gwendolyn Vittoria was one of the very
few afforded that name. There was a dire implication to her presence in this
aircraft.


At any other
time, Lydia would have been overjoyed to keep the duchess company.


She was polite
and winsome and skilled in ballet and had an angelic voice.


She was a
perfect lady.


But neither of
them were here for each other.


Neither would
have chosen the Ayvartan sky for their elopement.


Lydia was here
because she would have been enslaved otherwise.


She was headed
to Ayvarta; it was a place that she once dreamed about as a child. Her family
had wealth and could go anywhere. She had heard of the red sands and the
world's largest waterfall and of the exotic foods; she had seen paintings of
dancing girls and camel caravans and photos of drakes the size of a truck,
caught in safaris. As a teenager she had wanted to see it all. She had felt so
free to go anywhere. Now she was there to destroy it.


She had no
choice. This was her only means of liberation.


Lydia turned
the myrta over in her fingers. As she moved to set the heavy thing down again,
she saw the pilot's cockpit open, and the woman inside call out to them.


"We've
entered Rangdan sky! Put on your parachutes and brace for stormy weather!"


As
glider-borne troops, they weren't meant to jump. But they might have to.


For them,
stormy weather meant a hail of flak.


And the
sunshine creeping in through the front glass of the Elleth was a dire omen.


"I'll
help you if you need it, Gwen." Lydia said.


Gwendolyn gave
no response. She held her rifle to her chest and looked at her shoes.


Lydia joined
her.


Around them
the glider started to rock, and slant, as it descended.


"I'll
keep you safe." Lydia mumbled.


 


City of Rangda -- Umaru
Park


 


All around him the truck
horns blared like makeshift sirens and people rushed in every direction.
Officers tried to direct the exodus, but the soldiers found shelter wherever
their legs took them, without any sense of order. Inside buildings, under
rubble, even beneath the hulls of parked armored vehicles. Everyone was waiting
in terror for the bombs.


"Not
again," Adesh mumbled, eyes transfixed by the sky.


He could not
move. While everyone else ran, he froze, and he bore witness.


It was far
worse at first blush than even the horrors he saw in Bada Aso.


There, he saw
squadrons flying in formation. He saw an enemy that meant him harm in a
surgical, precise fashion that seemed as if it could be challenged, however
meagerly.


Over Rangda
there was no pretense of regimentation. A mass of aircraft approached the city
in blobs of thirty and forty aircraft and columns a hundred strong, a curtain
of metal and wood utterly unlike the efficient, practiced triangle wings of the
Nochtish Luftlottes. Adesh felt his heart sink, remembering what one bomb from
one bomber plane could do.


Nocht wanted
to destroy positions;
this felt like a force to destroy city blocks.


"Adesh!"


Eshe shouted
for him, and laid a hand on his shoulder.


"Adesh,
we need to run back to the chimera, it's safer
there!"


He grabbed him
by the arm and started to tug him back toward their vehicle.


Soon as the
planes came into focus, everything went into disarray. Lieutenant Purana's
voice and, intermittently, a broken, intercut voice that might be perhaps be
the HQ, sounded over radios that had
been all but abandoned, urging the troops to calm and to counterattack with
anti-aircraft fire that nobody seemed to think to deploy. Chimera crews ran
back to their vehicles, and where the artillery staff had run to, Adesh did not
know. All of the mass of soldiery once devastating the park with machine-like
efficiency had fled the open to hide wherever there was concrete high enough to
form a ceiling.


Eshe pulled
Adesh back to the middle of a circle of forgotten 76mm guns, where the Chimeras
had been parked. He saw several men and women jumping the sides of their
vehicles to cram into the fighting compartment. Nnenia, atop their own Chimera,
urged them closer, and held out her hand to help them. "Hurry!" She
said. "It's dangerous!"


Inside the
hull, catching their breath, the youth found Sergeant Rahani on the Chimera's
radio, reporting as best as he could to whatever headquarters had rang him in
panic.


"I don't
know how many! I can't count that high! We're losing cohesion out here, we need
a higher officer on-site immediately! No, I don't know where our flak crews
have gone!"


It was a
desperate situation. Adesh felt his heart pounding in his chest at the thought
of fighting another battle against the sky. In Bada Aso, they were fully
prepared. They had drilled on AA guns for days. They had prepared defenses.
Their positions bristled with anti-aircraft guns of all calibers. And they had
thousands more men and women fighting.


Despite
everything, they lost thousands and thousands of their own to the Luftlotte.


In Rangda,
they had nothing. No observatory hill; a fraction as many anti-aircraft guns
and operators; and no real training to speak of. They had drilled for ground
battle, prepared for ground battle, and won at the ground battle. Now,
suddenly, their deadliest foe, the foe that had scarred them in a way no other
Northerner had, was here again.


Within
moments, the aircraft overflew. Adesh winced, remembering the bombs.


Nothing fell
upon them, not immediately.


Instead,
seemingly hundreds of parachutes sprouted like mushrooms amid the clouds.


While Nnenia
and Eshe fretted and Rahani shouted into the radio in desperate, Adesh stared
at the sky, and he took in the colors, the white of the parachutes, the blue of
the atmosphere, the shadowy blurs of the aircraft
themselves. He saw no bombs, felt no fire, and instead, he thought he saw
something very different. Time seemed to slow down.


He saw a
massive bomber flying high in the sky.


Adesh hurried
to his instruments, zoomed in on the masses of aircraft.


His scope
caught sight of a lumbering bomber. Beneath its wings it carried no ordnance,
and its underbelly bays were shut. Instead, all along its hull there were
canisters.


Extra fuel
for the long journey from wherever its home was.


All of it
exposed to the ground.


Somehow his
mind made the calculus. He put together all the math he barely knew.


"Nnenia,
elevate the gun to the maximum! Now!" Adesh shouted.


Nnenia stared
at him, wide-eyed.


Eshe fidgeted.
"Adesh, we--"


"Get me
an explosive round, now! Please trust me!"


Nnenia and
Eshe continued to merely stare.


Behind them,
however, Rahani raised his head with grinning interest.


"Do as he
says!"


In moments,
the Chimera's gun was rising at Nnenia's command, and Eshe handed Adesh the
explosive shell. Adesh disarmed explosive shell, and procured one of their very
rare time-delay fuzes. Once he had snapped back together the shell, he loaded
it into the gun himself. Adesh did not tinker with the sighting equipment then.
He was not going to fire at any particular plane. He was just going to fire
into the mass, the endless ranks parading over their heads. They had not
dropped one bomb, not a single measly projectile.


Adesh knew it
was because they had no bombs. They had fuel and parachutes.


Lots of both.


But no bombs
and nothing to defend themselves even from a measly tank.


"Firing
high explosive!"


Speechless,
Nnenia and Eshe watched as Adesh triggered the gun.


A shell sailed
from the gun and toward the horizon, as high into the sky as it could go.


Adesh counted
the seconds. If he had set the fuze right--


In the
distance the 76mm shell exploded more like a firecracker than a missile.


There was a
puff of smoke, almost impossible to see so many kilometers away.


Then amid the
teeming mass of aircraft, a much larger explosion resounded.


Black smoke
and raging orange flames spread through the center of the sky and formed a
thick cloud that started to trail tendrils earthward, as debris fell from
inside the blast. Adesh had succeeded, and he stood dumbfounded with the
result. When the fuse went off, the near-miss of the frag shell must have
ignited the spare fuel on one of the distant craft.


In the notable
absence of falling bombs, the explosion made the only violent sound.


Nnenia and
Eshe looked upon Adesh with blinking eyes and hanging mouths.


Around the
park, the soldiers that had once been hiding, started to reappear to witness
the sudden, surprise counterattack they had found themselves confusingly
responsible for.


From the back
of the Chimera, Rahani, smiling, stretched the radio handset toward Adesh.


"You'll
want to inform the Lieutenant of your discovery, I think." Rahani
cheerfully said.


Within
minutes, the sky would teem not only with planes, but with shells and shot.


Adesh's 76mm
round, a most unlikely candidate, would be only the first.


His was the
shooting star that shone hope upon the ranks.


 


City of Rangda -- Contested
Airspace


 


All of a sudden the skies around the Elleth
had started to rumble.


Much of the
flight had been quiet, but something had awoken the Ayvartans to the fight.


Even inside
the craft they could hear the pounding of anti-aircraft explosives, the popping
of small automatic flak, the booming of heavy
high-altitude anti-air guns. The Elleth rocked with every close miss of an
explosive shell. Lydia could not see outside its walls, but she knew that the
wooden glider craft would splinter immediately on any too-close hit.


Then a
violently loud noise, deafening even inside the craft.


Something
much larger had exploded with a much greater force than any shell.


Likely one
of their allied craft, overloaded with fuel.


Once more
the door to the cockpit flew open. Through the gap, the pilot was a shadow, lit
by flashing explosions that cast horrifying light into the gloomy interior of
the Elleth.


"Gunfire's
too rough up here! We're going to descend right now!"


"Where
on?" Lydia shouted back. She was the only Knight to speak up.


"Somewhere
over Northern Rangda! I don't know! Just sit tight!"


Once more
the door to the Elleth's cockpit closed, and again the fate of these noble
girls was taken from their hands, to be decided by fate and by the pilot in
charge of the glider.


At once the
girls fastened their safety belts. Those already fastened were tightened.


Lydia
gripped her myrta helplessly. Parachute training taught her that her weapon
should be quickly and safely secured after inspection, in case a quick jump was
ever suddenly necessary. But there was no opening an Elleth in-flight -- the
glider's ramp door was so heavy and unwieldy it would likely go flying if its
locks came undone in-flight, and it would likely take a chunk of the wall with
it. Their parachutes weren't for actual parachuting. They were a placebo.
Elleth gliders landed, burst in mid-air or crashed.


They never
released parachutists into the air. They were never meant to.


She glanced
at her side. Gwen had a stubborn look on her face, staring forward at the
floor.


"How
are you holding up?" Lydia whispered.


"I'm
fine." Gwen said. "I've never feared for my life. It isn't that
valuable."


Her hands
were shaking, however.


Lydia felt
a tightening claw around her heart and turned her head.


As she did
so, she saw some of the unused seatbelts at the other end of the craft, near
the cockpit door, start rising; and immediately, she felt the craft start
tilting into a sharp descent. Within moments the Elleth went into a dive. For
the inexperienced girls among them the dive generated immediate panic. Beneath
the screaming of the juniors, the women (or perhaps just older
girls) closed their eyes and held their breaths. Had they been
in a powered aircraft, a sudden dive was certainly something to fear. It often
meant a damaged engine or propeller. But the Elleth had neither. This was its
ultimate purpose.


Rarely did
a glider achieve a graceful landing. They hit dirt so human flesh wouldn't.


Its
ignominious death, dashed upon the Ayvartan pavement, meant their own survival.
Or so it was hoped. Lydia could only pray the Elleth would be a shield and not
a coffin.


Unpowered,
the glider's speed was limited, and even its dive was far slower than that of a
conventional craft. Lydia closed her own eyes, and reached out a hand to Gwen,
awaiting either their end or the beginning of the long Elven conquest of the
Ayvartan coast.


She found
no hand there during the moments she scrabbled for one, just before the crash.


In an
instant, the glider seemed to level, then shake.


Lydia
jerked forward and back, striking the wall. Gwen seemed like she would go
flying were it not for her seat belt. All around them the knights thrashed in
their seats as the craft jumped and skipped like a rock over water -- a wooden
rock over hard, concrete water. Each rise and fall of the craft was followed by
a striking noise like a gunshot ringing in Lydia's ears. Her heart leaped in
time with the jerking of the craft, and her eyes were open as if pried so,
every second seeming like it would end in a darkness eternal.


She would
have screamed if she had any breath to spare within the violence.


There was a
noise like shredding paper.


From the
opposite end of the glider a blond woman launched suddenly into the aisle
running between the seats, and slid across the floor in an instant. There was
look on her face first of surprise and then of horror as her belt ripped. Two
girls shrieked and edged aside suddenly in abject
fright; the woman's head smashed against the wall between them. She
crumpled, sliding down onto the floor, her arm twitching, blood
spattered on the wall and pooling over her own face and splashed over the armor
of the screaming girls.


"Blood!
Queen protect us, there's blood!" they shouted in a delicate panic.


Everything
happened so fast Lydia hardly knew who anyone was in the commotion.


Then there
was one final jerk that squeezed the wind out of Lydia's body.


With a
great screeching cry like nails on a chalkboard the craft came to an abrupt
stop.


Gwen clung
on to her safety belt as though she expected the plane to move again.


Lydia
quickly unbuckled herself, gasping for breath, and dove onto the aisle,
crawling close to the fallen woman. She pulled up her hair from her face, and
found her horribly bloody, with a purple-tinged gash on her forehead. So
much blood had caked in her hair and her face that it was hard to tell who she
even was. She had impacted a steel bolt on the wall.


She did not
know where all her sudden strength had come from, but Lydia recalled what
needed to be done and without thinking about the fear and horror, she began to
act.


"She's
unresponsive! She needs an injection now!" Lydia cried out.


Immediately
she tore off the woman's molded breastplate, ripped her uniform open, and
began to pump on her chest. She counted to ten, raised the woman's head, and
put her lips to the dying woman's own, forcing air into her system. As she
rose to pump her hands once more, Lydia realized that nobody else in the
crashed glider had even made a move. They were all staring at her in shock,
even the women and girls with medic armbands.


"What
are you waiting for? She needs to have her heart started now!" Lydia
shouted.


Everyone
stared between themselves in wide-eyed confusion.


Then, from
behind Lydia, a gentle hand plunged without grace a needle into the woman's
heart, and pressed down on one end. Powerful drugs contained in the needle
directly entered the woman's heart. Without a moment's hesitation, Lydia
started to pump again.


She looked
briefly over her shoulder and realized it was Gwen who had done the deed.


Moments
later, the drug having began to accelerate her heart, the woman twitched and
shook and coughed and showed thrashing, agonizing signs of life. She did not
wake -- she could not after such a terrible blow to her brain. But her heart
started and lungs pumped, and the rhythm of the living returned to her.
Gwen brought a bandage and quickly plugged up the wound as best as she could. Lydia
searched through the woman's possessions and found, to her horror, that this
pale, half-dead elf was their commanding officer.


"I
guess we're in charge." Gwen said with a deep sigh.


By virtue
of being the only sign of life in the glider, Lydia reasoned Gwen was right.


"Could
you tell them something?" Gwen said softly. "I'm no good at
this."


Lydia
nodded. She looked to the other women. "We're moving out! Staying here is
a death sentence right now. Pick up your kit and anything useful in the plane's
stocks!"


This, it
seemed, the knights were ready to do.


While
everyone mechanically prepared themselves for the march, Lydia raised the
wounded woman to a seated position, and started toward the front of the craft.


Lydia
quickly found that she could not open the cockpit door.


"Hey,
pilot, we're moving out! Are you wounded? We could use your help
carrying--"


As she
spoke, she tested the door, and in the next instant, knocked it off its hinges.


Lydia
stepped aside, and the wooden board came crashing down.


On the
other side, there was only a mound of rubble.


Shaking her
head at the mounting death toll, Lydia made her way to the side of the plane
and tried the ramp. If it could not clear, then they could very well be trapped
inside the Elleth. One good molotov cocktail would
then be all it took to kill all of them. She tested the lever, found it
compliant, and managed to get the ramp almost all the way open.


Light
streamed into the Elleth. Lydia looked back at the women, hefted her light
machine gun, and tentatively stepped out of the glider to survey the territory
in this new world.


Outside,
the city was in chaos. Overhead the sky was equal parts black, red and
blue and dotted with the thousand aircraft of the kingdom's Operazione Millenio
as they hurtled through the unfriendly skies. Long lines of parachutists
trailed down from the fiery sky toward the city. Heavy, fuel-laden bombers and
interceptors acted as escort planes and glider tows and troop transports,
crossing and then circling around the city to find a place for their
payloads, or in ill-fated attempts to bring their half-loaded guns to bear.


As many or
more took the brunt of seemingly thousands of rounds anti-air fire.


Great
clouds of thick black smoke from ignited fuel canisters, acted as the airborne craters
of successful shell impacts on their heaviest planes. It was a massacre. All
she had to do was crane her head and Lydia witnessed first-hand the death that
befell numerous other planes. She spotted a heavy bomber, laden with
parachutists and extra fuel and nothing in the way of defenses, swoop over the
city. She watched as a dozen lancing shots sailed past it from the ground,
exploding into anti-air fragments. One bright red tracer sailed closer.


Clipping
the under-slung spare fuel tanks, the shell triggered a monumental
explosion.


It was a
flash that illuminated Lydia's astonished face, and even glowed inside the
Elleth.


In an
instant all of the bomber's fuselage was blown to diminutive pieces, hidden in
a black cloud, massive and dense. Then its nearly-intact wings fell haphazardly
to earth.


Gliders,
interceptors, bombers, transports, all of the thousand were in grave danger.


Shaking her
head, ripping her eyes from the horror, Lydia surveyed the surroundings.


The Elleth
had miraculously slid across a smooth double-wide street without breaking apart
completely, its right wing ripping through cheap wood and stucco facades
like a knife. Judging by its slashed trail across the ground, the glider
crossed an intersection, where its unfortunate cockpit smashed directly into a
building with real masonry.


That had
spelled the pilot's end, and the start of the Knight's campaign.


She saw no
Ayvartan troops in the vicinity, and ordered the girls to exit.


One by one
the girls stormed out, rifles in hand, bayonets affixed, with Gwen out first
and then standing by the door to offer direction. They formed up around the
Elleth, covering every direction while Lydia took stock of the situation. One
pair of girls carried the wounded officer with them. Knights never left behind
their own if they could bring them.


"They're
ready for your orders, Lady Paladin Lycenia." Gwen said.


"Acknowledged,
Lady Paladin Vittoria." Lydia replied.


Gwen wilted
and turned her eyes. Around her, the knightly girls seemed astonished.


Formed up and
in a readied stance, the girls awaited orders.


As Lydia
made up her mind on what orders to even give, her thoughts and the beginnings
of her speech were drowned out by a plane, zooming by overhead, closer than the
others.


From its
side hatch a line of two dozen parachutes bloomed open like white flowers.


Paratroops,
probably from the 7th Cheshire. Fortuitous; they could link up.


But no
sooner had Lydia entertained the idea that it was literally shot from the sky.


In horror the
girls watched as dozens of flashing red lances sliced through the riflemen in
the sky. Loud reports of anti-aircraft fire heralded the explosions and
violence; the parachutists were singled out and minced. Heavy shells exploded
among them, burning many parachutes and maiming several bodies.
Smaller shot methodically punctured men and left the victims limp,
dripping dolls, a macabre sight falling gently toward the earth.


This, too,
was a fate that could easily be repeating all across the city.


One of the
knights seemed about to scream but was gagged by her peers.


"Shit!"
Lydia shouted. There were gasps from around her. She turned suddenly to the
platoon. "We need to take out those anti-aircraft guns or we'll be the
only ones touching ground on this god-forsaken turf! We'll spread out in
columns through the buildings!"


Several of
the knights looked at each other briefly in response.


"How
do you know we can even reach those guns?" one incredulous girl asked.


Gwen
confidently interrupted. "Because we heard them shoot. They're not very
far."


Lydia
nodded, and appreciated the unbidden support.


It seemed
enough that a Vittoria gave a word in confidence.


In good
time, the knights divided into squadrons, and began to move.


Lydia
looked to Gwendolyn as they marched, marveling at how quickly her perfect lady
seemed to become a stately soldier when under the right pressure. She wondered
what compelled the two of them, what had baked the fearful clay in their hearts
so suddenly. Whether every woman who had ever been trapped in a foreign land
responded in kind.


Whether
Gwen wanted to protect her as much as she wanted to protect Gwen.


 


City of Rangda
-- Council Building


 


As the sky started to fall on their
heads, Council and the 8th Division flew into an even greater panic. Mansa the
younger struggled to control the chaos, but all faith in him had long since
been lost. It was immediate: the troops on the Council lawn deserted their
defenses and rushed into the building when the first aircraft overflew them.
From every room, it seemed, staffers began to flee for their lives. People then
packed the halls, staffers wanting to flee and troops wanting to hide, both
blocking the others path. In the madness, weapons were lost or abandoned,
radios and telephones left unmanned.


To everyone's
surprise, not a bomb dropped in the minutes that followed.


After the
first long column of planes went by there was an eerie calm.


Then the
first glider descended upon the lawn.


Nobody
heard the whistle of the incoming craft over the cacophony and press of the
mob.


Sweeping in
from out of the blue, the gargantuan elven glider dove with abandon and leveled
with miraculous precision, sliding over the grass on its belly and casting turf
and tile every which way. It smashed its tail on a statue of Mansa the elder,
went into a swift turn, and ended up just in front of the steps. Down came the
ramp; and from inside the craft dozens of elven girls with submachine guns and
rifles streamed out, their gleaming silver breastplates and circlet headpieces
marking them as elven Knights of Lubon.


Von Drachen
watched from the second floor window as the women forced their way in.


That was
all of the sight his vantage afforded him. All of the rest was intuition.


He patted
down his stolen Ayvartan uniform, smacking off the dust that had collected on
him his last few scuffles in this god-forsaken building, and he walked back to
the main Council room, where Mansa and a few foolishly loyal staffers remained
despite the commotion. He looked with stoic neutrality at the Governor, who
seemed to shrink back from his gaze. There was disquiet in the room, but not
yet the outright panic elsewhere.


There was
no immediate gunfire, despite the clearly forcible entry of the elven knights
into the lobby. As the minutes passed, the staffers seemed almost to suddenly relax, as if there was any possibility the
invaders would just turn around and head home at the sight of their brave
council guards, holding fast the entryway they lusted to cross and abandon.


But Von
Drachen knew that in this situation, silence could only be the sound of surrender.


Soon he
heard the plate-armored footsteps coming fast up the stairs to the second
floor.


He loudly
cleared his throat and stepped forward, to the bewilderment of the room.


Soon as the
first elf girl rushed through the door to the room, brandishing a pistol, Von
Drachen drew himself up in a dignified fashion, and with a jovial expression,
he spoke.


"Greetings,
dear Allies to the North! I am Gaul Von Drachen, a Nochtish Brigadier,
and--"


At once,
the girl attempted to strike him with her pistol to silence him.


Almost on
reflex, Von Drachen peeled the weapon from her hand and struck her back.


She
staggered, her delicate little nose gushing blood over her pearl-white skin.


Von Drachen
blinked, and looked down at the pistol now in his possession.


"I-- I
assure you, I did not intend to do
that." Von Drachen said.


Nevertheless
he brandished the pistol back at the confused, frightened, hurt elf girl.


She raised
her hands and dropped to shaking knees, suddenly defeated.


Then from
behind her, a fresh pair of young female knights appeared, rifles in hand.


Witnessing
the scene, they laid aim on the Brigadier. He drew his eyes wide.


Having
tried Nochtish to no avail, he switched to speaking Ayvartan instead.


"Well.
Now. Please listen to me, I'm a Nochtish -- um, io sono
um amico?"


In response
both girls cried out in tandem. His elvish was not impressive.


"Desistere!"
They insisted, jabbing their bayonets threateningly into the air in front of
him.


Von Drachen
grumbled. He did not speak Elf very well; he was as multilingual as one could
be in Nochtish and Ayvartan territories, but not the world over. He got the
gist of things, however. None of them would recognize him as an ally. None of
these Elves were in on his plan. They were in fact not supposed to be here. He
had not planned for this at all.


What was
Allied Command even doing? What was happening?


He glanced
briefly at his flanks, where Mansa's guards had already given up their guns,
and where the remaining staff hid behind whatever they could find. Mansa, still
wounded and broken from the humiliation Von Drachen visited upon him, fell to
his knees before the girls, who must have been half his age, and seemed ready
to grovel for his life.


Just then,
a much grander presence entered into this farcical engagement.


Crossing
the door was a tall,
young woman, her bouncy dark hair polished to a sheen as bright as her
light armored breastplate. She came flanked
by a procession of eerily young knights like the ones previously holding
Von Drachen and the room in check. She wore the same rounded breastplate as
them, molded to a gentle, even curve over her chest, and a blue uniform with
decorative shoulders. Armored gauntlets and boots, and a silver circlet, as
well as a sword, one perhaps deadlier than the trinkets given to Nochtish
officers, gave her the look of a real knight. She had the aesthetic of
dignified obsolescence, but the rifle at her back and the pistol in her hands
were all too real signifiers of a modern combatant.


"Finally,
a Paladin." Von Drachen said aloud. He continued to speak in the Ayvartan
tongue. At this point it hardly seemed to matter. "I am Brigadier-General
Gaul Von Drachen. You and your forces are in the middle of a Nochtish coup
operation, milady."


Instantly,
the woman grinned. She scanned the room. "How is that working for
you?"


Her
Nochtish was near-perfect, spoken with the cadence of an avid dictionary
reader.


Judging
this to be some kind of test, Von Drachen himself began to speak Nochtish.


"I
admit it could be going better, but, if plan C fails, there is always Plan D,
you know?"


She did not
seem amused nor convinced by any of this.


"Have
you some way of confirming the status of your operation?"


"I'm
afraid I am only ready to make a very minimal effort to confirm anything,
milady."


Her
grinning smile turned to one of cold contempt.


"Servant,
you are in the presence of Lady Paladin Arsenica Livia Varus." She said, again in
near-perfect Nochtish. "In the absence of evidence for your claims, I will
graciously extend to you the mercy of the Elves. Deliver me the Ayvartan
commander of this garrison and become my subordinate, Drachen, if you wish to
make yourself useful to the Alliance in its endeavors. I require intelligence
and equipment to coordinate my troops."


Von Drachen
scoffed at the brazen mispronunciation of his name, but pressed that issue no
further with the lady. He also did not resist her demands ,made in the name
of "the alliance" and did not press her to, for example, use the
selfsame radios she wished to abscond with to contact Field Marshal Haus, who,
knowing his present disposition toward Von Drachen, might have decided to hang
up and forget anything important was afoot.


No, it was
best to go along with her and pretend to be Ayvartan, and pretend to be a
turncoat to the turncoats he was helping turn coat. He had previous experience
in this.


"I
place myself at your disposal ma'am. My battalion shall aid your efforts, but I
should warn you, the garrison of this city is ready to defect from the
communists, and should you desire their aid, keeping their commanders in your
pocket would be quite valuable."


Paladin
Varus nodded her head and demanded again. "Who commands them?"


Smiling,
Von Drachen pointed to the prostrating, shell-shocked Mansa nearby.


"Mansa,
please make yourself relevant." Von Drachen said.


Ignoring
him, and in fact speaking over half of what Von Drachen tried to tell him, Mansa immediately
cried out. "Milady, I am Governor Mansa of the great port of
Rangda! My family have been Elf-Friends for generations! Forever we have
traded with your great kingdom, enriching its divine nobility! It is only the
godless communist hand that severed our ties of friendship! My city is in open
revolt against them, and should you aid
us in betraying the heathen red yoke, I can guarantee your great navy an
ally in perpetuity--"


In the next
instant, Paladin Varus plugged two quick bullets into his skull and
throat.


Mansa
slacked, and fell with a thump onto a growing pool of his own blood.


"Pathetic
flatterer. I have no use for a
snake like you. Traitors betray again. Should this mutiny of yours be true,
then I will bring all of you to heel. You will all submit in chains!"


From behind
her, more of her knights charged into the room and began rounding up the staff
one by one. Seemingly the only person not immediately manhandled was Von
Drachen, who every girl bypassed while Paladin Varus approached, and, as was
customary of the knights of old, ripped Von Drachen's honors from his shirt,
signaling the "taking of his banners" in the ancient custom. It was
supposed to be shameful, but all of the things on Von Drachen's shirt were
fabrications, so it was ultimately meaningless.


"No
longer are you an enemy general, Drachen. You bravely confronted and assisted
me, and so, true to my word, you may join me as an Auxiliary of the great
Kingdom, and men under your banner may also join. I cannot promise you glory,
for that is reserved for--"


Von Drachen
sighed. "Milady, you are making a terrible mistake."


"How
so?"


"There is a mutiny, and you could've stood to
aid it, and have a city on your hands!"


At once the
woman raised a hand to delicately shut him up.


Paladin Varus scoffed. "You are a
talkative one, aren't you? Ugh. I hate that."


She turned
her back on Von Drachen as if he were an insect, no more worthy of being
squashed despite his offensive and pestilent nature, and she wandered over to
the radios, idly playing with the knobs as if they were curious jukeboxes ready
to sing her a song.


Von
Drachen's head descended into his open hands.


Not even
allied foreigners seemed to understand how good and pure his intentions were.


All that he
wanted at this point was a well-engineered victory. Was it too much to ask?


He looked
to the corpse of Mansa on the ground. Belligerent, ignorant, reckless Mansa,
too fast to do everything wrong, too slow to everything right. With his death,
the 8th Division was now an unreachable, and un-led, but suddenly independent
body in the struggle for Rangda. Paladin Varus had
swiftly, smilingly, shot a strategic coup between the eyes.







 


 










































60. Alea
Iacta Est II


 


52nd of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E.


 


Tambwe Dominance, City of Rangda --
Ocean Road


 


Harmony charged out of the alleyway to reclaim
the street, and found itself alone.


At the
sight of the air raid, it seemed everyone had fled into cover. And even when
the guns started shooting back at the sky, no comrades emerged into the street
to capitalize.


She was
truly alone. And more painfully, she felt she had engineered this for herself.


Not the
planes; not the fleeing; but the fact that she was alone. She shouldn't have
been.


But she
couldn't become mired in that guilt. Losing hope now would surely kill her.


Gunnerless,
Harmony's only defense was the DNV light machine gun tenuously attached by
an improvised mount beneath the open front hatch. Far down the street, the
remains of the elven bomber had split pilot Danielle Santos from her (beloved)
partner Caelia Suessen. Rescuing her became Danielle's singular priority as she
leaped into her tank in a panic.


Seeing the
hulk, however, sowed distress in Danielle's breast. Fallen near-intact save its
wings, Danielle was sure such a heavy, large bomber wouldn't be dented by
her 45mm gun.


Breathing
quickly and intermittently, Danielle felt overwhelmed by the situation. She
felt a tingling in the front of her head, a weight, as if a swarm of ants were
crawling over her brain. Her hands were shaking wildly, one deftly
twitching between the two control sticks and the other
gripping handle and guiding the swivel on the removable DNV machine
gun.


She leaned
forward and put her head through the hatch. Gradually the sky had become a
chaotic palette of red, blue, black and white. Every few seconds a shell went
off, or an aircraft exploded or crashed, and the reek of smoke and metal
started to fall from the heavens and come down to the city. Several aircraft
seemed to deliberately be crashing into the city. There was noise and violence
everywhere above -- and it was spreading.


There were
no enemies on the ground that she could see.


But
Danielle soon found more white in the sky than just
the wind-battered clouds.


Strings of
parachutes started descending from the airborne no-man's land at an
alarming pace. Hundreds of troops were falling on the city. Automatic fire
consumed many immediately, but more and more began to drop after them. As she
leaned out of her Kobold tank she saw a dozen parachute troops coming closer to
her, only a few hundred feet away, and even saw a few disappear behind distant
buildings. She dove back inside.


From the
pilot's seat, she put both hands on the machine gun, and aimed high.


Drawing in
a breath, putting the reticle on a cloudy white parachute, she hit the
trigger.


From the
front of the Kobold a stream of automatic fire launched skyward. Danielle,
unable to aim for the small figures, instead aimed to clip the parachutes
wherever she could get them. She could hardly see through the muzzle flash and
the gun itself, blocking her hatch. But between three-shot bursts she spied
parachutes precipitously dropping from holes punched in them, parachutes
holding hanging men who seemed not to move.


She popped
out a pan magazine from atop the gun, discarded it, attached
a new one.


Rapping the
trigger, pressing for a second or two and depressing for burst fire, reloading
quickly from magazines she had dropped at her side, she sent hundreds of rounds
sailing.


Soon she
could see no more parachutes between her gunfire.


Satisfied
with what little hindrance she caused the flow of men onto Rangda, Danielle
pushed the control sticks forward and started Harmony down the road toward the
bomber. She crossed a few blocks, and parked the tank several dozen meters from
the obstacle. Now that she was closer to it, the fallen fuselage seemed ever
larger and more daunting.


It had
fallen in just about the worst place it could have. Rammed between opposing
alleyways attached to buildings with ruined, blocked off entrances, the bomber
fuselage could not be easily walked around. Previous fighting had taken its
toll on Ocean Road. Caelia could have run into the alleys on her own side, but
there was no telling where a parachutist had landed, or where debris, new or
old, might bar the way forward again.


Danielle
had no idea what Caelia might decide to do. If only she could signal her--


She
remembered, from back in training camp. They had a signal. Tankers had flare
guns with yellow smoke. Infantry had red smoke and white smoke. Maybe if Caelia
remembered this detail she would know that Danielle was on the other side.
Maybe she would hold on.


It was not
just a matter of keeping her safe. To survive, both needed to be in this tank.


They had
learned long ago they did exceptionally better together than apart.


Without
each other, it was doubtful they would have even gotten to where they were now.


Caelia, an
exceptional gunner, but a clueless driver. Danielle, a worthless commander, but
a pilot who could make a tank glide over any terrain as if centimeters above
the ground. They had known something of each other before all of that, but it
was in the metal confines of a tank, separated by the turret ring, blind to
each other and communicating exclusively over radio, that they found each
other's true selves, and maybe even their own.


Unglamorous
as it was, they had achieved this goal together. Full-fledged tankers. From out
of nothing, from everything they had left behind, from everything holding them
back.


Danielle
grit her teeth. She couldn't believe how easily she had let petty jealousy root
itself in her heart before. She should have known better. Caelia was special to
her and she was special to Caelia. They had all of this; more importantly, they
had always had it together. No matter where it was, what they did, it was
always a medium for them, together.


Danielle
had to trust her. She would hate herself forever if she lost Caelia for lack of
trust.


Seizing the
flare gun from the emergency kit, she reached her arm out the front hatch.


She pulled
the trigger, and the flare launched right over the bomber fuselage.


It
detonated over the barrier between them in a bright yellow flash and yellow
smoke.


Caelia must
have seen it. She must have -- and she must have understood what it meant.


Now,
however, she had to get that fuselage out of the way, some way or another.


Clumsily,
she left the sticks and climbed up into Caelia's seat, a place she never had
occasion to see. A tank's gun was probably the sturdiest part of the whole
design. Engines and tracks and suspensions were under constant stress and
frequently wore out during operations. Correctly mounted, the gun could last
extremely long, and it was the one part that Danielle was not certified to
repair. It required heavy equipment and a crew.


This was
Caelia's domain, walled off during operations. Danielle had her own space.


Now,
however, she was gone and the gun was needed.


She was
immediately struck with something she did not expect to see.


Sitting
down on Caelia's seat, she immediately spotted two photographs clipped to the
gun sight. One had a large, friendly-looking black cat, staring
inquisitively at the camera.


Another was
of Danielle, sitting atop their old Goblin. Caelia herself had taken that one.


Shaking her
head and stifling tears, Danielle reached into the rack for a 45mm AP round.


They had
hardly been restocked. There were maybe a dozen fresh rounds available and a
handful of leftovers from earlier in the day. Danielle grit her teeth. Even if
she could penetrate the armor on the bomber's hull, a small round would just
poke a hole through it, and would get her no closer to removing it from the
way. She felt helpless and trapped.


Sighing,
praying for a miracle, she closed her eyes, she loaded the round, and looked
down the sights. There was no need to aim. Her target was massive and it was
very close.


Remembering
how the gun operated, from her short-lived career as a gunner in training camp,
Danielle shouted to no one in particular that she was firing an armor piercing
shell.


There was a
boom and a crack and a sharp, striking ding on metal.


Looking
through the sight again, she found the bomber's armor penetrated by a
fist-sized hole. Moreover, she found something rather astonishing about the hole itself.


Danielle
pushed open the top hatch and leaned out to look upon the wound she inflicted.


Her eyes
were not deceiving her. This was not a well-armored bomber plane.


It was a
ramshackle wooden plane with a layer of silver foil on the exterior.


How it
survived the fall with any remaining integrity of form, Danielle did not know.


But she
felt her heart soar suddenly. She felt a combination of foolishness and
euphoria.


All of this
time, that great impenetrable obstacle, forever separating her from Caelia; it
was all in her mind. There was no invincible steel barrier isolating her.
Caelia and her were separated by little more than a
dozen millimeters of wooden skin with foil glued over it. She had been
drowning in a glass of water. Danielle laughed, a bit bitterly, but relieved.


Perhaps
this was not the only barrier that she had completely imagined.


Climbing
back down to the driver's seat, Danielle took the Danava machine gun mount off
the front, backed the tank several dozen meters more into the street and
lined herself up with the side hatch on the bomber plane. She shut her own
front hatch, and then thrust the sticks as far forward as she would go,
accelerating downhill at the plane with abandon.


"I'm
coming, Caelia!"










Caelia
Suessen found herself whistling, alone in the middle of the street.


Around
her there was an uproarious battle happening between sky and earth.


She did not
think about it, not at first. She was fixated on the way forward.


In front of
her, in a scene that seemed fake, as if it had been staged for a production,
stood the fuselage of a bomber plane. It had fallen from the sky, and in an
instant, barred the way higher up Ocean Road. Behind her, a similar hulk had
also fallen out of the sky, trapping her in a block of ruined buildings.
Danielle was somewhere on the other side; she had ran out of their meeting in
clear distress, and Caelia, deeply worried, had ran after.


But she was
too late running, and not fast enough to make up the difference.


Danielle
had been offended or hurt, that much she knew. Whether it had been Shayma's
effusive praise, or her own fault in overlooking Danielle, or something else
entirely. Those were not the steps of an unwounded woman. She could imagine
what happened, though she did not want to presume, lest she risk hurting her
feelings even more. Danielle was soft in ways Caelia was not as much; or at
least in ways Caelia did not let on as readily.


Now,
though, they were in a situation where she could be killed.


Losing
Danielle, never again having her in her life--


Caelia was
not fond of mental time travel, but that was a future she had to prevent.


She was
still processing what would happen next, and what to do.


She
spontaneously whistled a song from a play. It was near and dear to her.


Though it
was not necessarily calming, it was an outlet for her nerves.


Mustering
her resolve, and shaking her head hard to relieve the dazedness she felt,
Caelia started searching her surroundings. There seemed to be nobody around.
Most of the buildings around her had collapsed, either in earlier fighting or
because of the falling aircraft and aircraft debris. She was blocked off on all
sides it seemed. She had her pistol in her possession, and she drew it and made
sure it was loaded. She had no other weapons, no grenades, not even a knife.
She had left much of her kit behind with the tank.


Any kind of
fighting in this state would be pointless. She didn't even have spare ammo.


Caelia
thought of trying to climb the unsteady rubble and jump over the plane.


Suddenly
she heard a loud buzzing overhead and raised her eyes to the sky.


She was
ripped from her reverie, and forced to confront the wider world.


Flying low,
a plane with a long and rounded fuselage, trailing smoke from its twin engines,
swooped over Caelia, over Ocean Road, and crashed somewhere close by. Caelia
could feel the impact, diffusing through the earth itself, and the vibration in
her gut unsettled her.


But the
plane mattered less than what followed it. High in the sky, and descending much
more gently than their transport, a line of parachutes blossomed on high, popping
from their packs and spreading like hard clouds against the smoke and fire in
the blue.


Everywhere,
it seemed, there were parachutes dropping, and planes falling.


One pack
was closest and closing in. Any kind of wind would drop them right on her head.


"Almost
a full platoon." She whispered to herself. She immediately began to
whistle.


There was
nowhere really to hide, and if they landed close enough, they could dispatch
her easily. They had rifles, numbers, and time was on their side. She had a
pistol and music.


And she
barely had music, and barely had a pistol in any way that counted.


Her hands
shook with the futility of it, but she raised her pistol to the sky to fight
back--


Soon as she
pulled the trigger, a stream of tracers went flying overhead into the enemy.


Caelia
watched as a succession of quick, bright red volleys went flying into the
platoon, cutting parachutes, striking men. There were dozens of rounds going
out in practiced bursts, and anywhere they struck would be tragic for the
vulnerable paratroopers. Parachutes with holes in them or missing strings
struggled to stay aloft but quickly and ultimately collapsed and sent the
wearers plummeting to their deaths. Several surviving parachutes spilled blood
onto the ground, carrying corpses. All the remaining living
Parachutists struggled to influence the direction of their drop away
from the gunfire.


Then,
coming from behind her, Caelia saw the yellow flare and the smoke.


She knew
immediately who it was. Danielle had come to her defense, to pick her up.


She had no
way to signal back, but she knew it was a tanker, a tanker who was stuck on the
other side of this fuselage. A tanker who was trying to get to this side. It
had to be Danielle. She was trying to find a way through. Despite everything,
she had turned around and sought her out. Caelia, briefly elated, moved to the
side of the street, hiding behind a pile of rubble, and she drew in a breath.
She heard shots, sounds of struggle. She felt the fuselage shake. But nobody
was coming through yet. She still had some time to wait.


Caelia
started to whistle again. She thought of what she could even say to Danielle
now.


Whistling,
music; though she had given them up, those were things she was good at.


Being
forward with her partner was not something that came as naturally to her.


I love you, was a set of words that eluded her tongue.
For one reason or another.


Even then,
they were perhaps not fitting for their situation anyway.


She felt
her heat beat faster as she thought of Danielle, of how to mend things.


If things
needed mending; if they could be mended at all.


Caelia drew
in a breath. She began to whistle again--


Soon as the
first notes of Winter's On
The Wing drew from her lips, she was interrupted.


A rifle
bullet struck the fuselage near to her, forcing her to duck farther behind
the rubble.


She peered
briefly into the street, just in time for a handful of paratroopers to drop
from out of nowhere, silently yet solidly. Blue-uniformed elves with sharp
ears, long, blond hair, and piercing green eyes. They dropped, stumbling onto
the pavement and quickly rising, and threw off the bulk of their
parachutes. Four rifles pointed her way.


She had
been concentrating on hiding and waiting, and Danielle had probably been
concentrating on trying to break through to her. Neither of them realized that
the parachutes were still dropping. That they would continue dropping, for who
knew how long. Rangda was under siege from the sky. Caelia felt foolish for
feeling a little safe.


"Desistere!"
they shouted, jabbing their bayonets into the air in front of them.


Winter's On
The Wing wouldn't
last many more notes. Caelia paused to sigh and breathe.


Across from
her the elves responded to the lack of compliance by opening fire.


Caelia
crawled tighter behind the rubble. She heard the bullets striking the fuselage,
and felt the hot lead bouncing off the surface and coming suddenly down on her
back.


All they
had to do was run forward and stab. Caelia wanted to cry. Though she had a hard
time grappling with emotion, Caelia knew then and there who's
name she would cry.


"Danielle!"


Behind her
the fuselage gave a great shudder that no rifle could have caused.


Chunks of
wood burst from it, and a great metal thing thundered past as if through a
door.


Caelia
watched as Harmony hurtled through the
fuselage toward the riflemen.


Surprised
and speechless, the men did not move fast enough to avoid their fate.


Harmony
trundled through them, crushing whatever of them it caught underfoot.


Two men it
mashed to bits beneath its tracks. One man rolled out of the way, and a second
attempted to evade far too late, and he dropped to the floor and lost his legs
to the tank.


Harmony
ground to a halt.


Caelia drew
in a breath and stepped out from cover.


Standing to
full height, she held her pistol up.


Across from
her, the man with the rifle dropped his weapon, broke, and ran.


She did not
fire after him. He disappeared, panicked, into the buildings.


Was this
their foe?


Caelia
shook her head. It didn't matter. Not now. There was someone more important.


Whistling
again, scarcely believing all that transpired, she ran swiftly past the corpses
and around to the front hatch of the tank, where Danielle sat, stupefied,
with her front hatch swung open. She was the same Danielle, with her brown skin
and messy, curly black hair and her glasses, unharmed, just as she had been
left. Her Danielle; her Danielle.


"Hey,"
Caelia said, leaning into the hatch. She stifled a hint of tears of her own.


Inside,
Danielle was shaking, and weeping, holding the tank's sticks with a deathly
grip.


"H-Hello."
Danielle said.


They looked
into each other's eyes, both shaking from toe to top, teeth slightly
chattering, hair on end, sweating, breathing heavily. Exhausted; having both
fought, both killed, and yet, both still surrounded by the enemy nonetheless.
Both having suffered some shocks. Caelia's eyes began to water as she reached a
hand down to Danielle and wiped the tears from her partner's eyes. A little sob
escaped her, and briefly interrupted her whistling.


"I'm
sorry I made such a big show in the tent. I was an idiot." Danielle
stammered.


"It's
okay." Caelia said simply.


And for the
moment, everything was simply okay for them.


 


City of Rangda -- 8th
Division Barracks, Madiha's HQ


 


"Have you gathered your forces? Good,
thank you! Hold your positions for now! No, don't attack the 8th Division. Let
them handle the air attack however they desire, alone."


She pulled
off her headset for a moment, sighed deeply, and nodded toward Parinita.


"I want
to talk to the Majors directly, now that the independent units are accounted
for."


"Roger
ma'am!"


Smiling,
Parinita, began to search their channels of communication for Major Burundi.


Sitting on
her wheelchair behind a high sandbag wall, alongside Parinita
manning a radio on a folding table, Madiha awaited re-connection with one of
her officers, hoping to reestablish the cohesion the Regiment had lost in the
scramble. At all times the sky overhead was a reminder of their less than
ideal situation. Aircraft, the great killer of infantry in this
new age of warfare; all across the city her units nearly choked from this
unwelcome surprise. There had been unauthorized retreats, people fleeing into
buildings for cover, abandoning weaponry in the face of a bombing onslaught
that never came.


She cursed
under her breath. It was the one thing she had not prepared them for.


"Major
Burundi? Major?"


Madiha
turned her head from the sky and back to her lover and secretary.


"This
is Chief Maharani. Are you there? Hold on, I'm stabilizing the audio."


Parinita
fiddled with the radio, and seemed satisfied with the connection.


Smiling and
nodding, she handed the headset back to Madiha.


Madiha took
the set and acknowledged her subordinate. "This is Colonel Nakar.
Report."


"Ma'am,
apologies for the lack of communication. I'm ashamed to say, I lost control of
my troops for a critical moment. We had a lot of folk who weren't keen on
staying in their positions when the air raid began, and everything devolved
into chaos even under my personal watch. I will administer on them, and myself,
whatever discipline you desire--"


Madiha
shook her head to herself, a gesture Burundi obviously could not see.


Parinita
made a comforting gesture, still listening in on a secondary handset.


"Major,
the shock of Bada Aso is still fresh on my mind. My own will nearly broke under
those bombs, and I cannot begrudge anyone their fear of an aerial attack in
these conditions. I understand and forgive the instinct of our soldiers. They
are still green. But that forgiveness can only extend so far. Rally your forces
post-haste, and hold position."


"Yes
ma'am. Thank you. Have you any information on our enemy?"


Madiha and
Parinita had been at the radios for nearly half an hour now, pulling together
information from every corner of the city they had conquered, from every
civilian and non-mutinous government agency still operating and
ultimately, put together enough information for a conjecture.
Madiha readily shared it with everyone she could reach.


"All
of the aircraft overhead are unarmed transports and bombers of the Kingdom of
Lubon." She said. "Some among their number are special gliders, but
most are parachute transports. It is an airborne attack meant to deploy troops,
likely to create a beachhead for a larger naval deployment. I believe they must
have come from the Higwe; they stripped the bombs and armor from the craft for
space and weight, and added extra fuel for the journey. They must be making
good on their planned alliance with the Nocht Federation."


"Ancestors
defend. We'll have a hell of a time forming a defensive line against
airdrops."


"We
won't be. Hold position. Once I've collected the rest of my troops, I will
issue orders."


"Yes
ma'am. Once again, thank you."


Burundi
sounded relieved. Any other military commander might have punished him, even
had him shot for incompetence. In all of the history
of warfare, a moment's panic was all it could take to create an instant rout,
and a failure of discipline in such conditions was the greatest shame of any officer.
Madiha recognized, though, that if she punished every commander who lost
cohesion in this dire hour, she would be without any commanders.


Everyone's
troops ran amok for a moment. What mattered now was regrouping quickly.


She could
always patch up discipline; as long as she had an army to command at all.


"Parinita,
search for Hakan next. Try going back through the frequencies we reserved for
the artillery. He may have lost his own radios if his infantry started making a
mess of things in his camp. They had the closest contact with Hakan than any
other unit."


"Yes
ma'am!" Parinita said.


She was
prompt, polite, and cheerful, despite everything happening.


"Thank
you."


There was a
lot of depth to that 'thank you,' and perhaps Parinita understood. Madiha was
not in the right space of mind to really elaborate on it, but she hoped her
partner realized just how much that smile was holding up the crumbling sky
above them. Whether or not she knew the feelings bubbling in her lover's
breast, Parinita went to work on the radio immediately. Madiha sat back on her
wheelchair, closed her eyes and waited for news.


While her
partner worked the dials Madiha continued to pore over the situation.


Burundi was
not wrong; the hallmark of a surprise parachute attack on an inexperienced
force was usually a panic and a rout. It was a tactic still new and novel and
frightening, especially backed by a sky full of intimidating bombers, even ones
without a bomb to drop.


Because a
paratrooper could drop in any position, forming a coherent defense could become
impossible, depending on when the troops dropped, where they dropped, and
whether more would be dropping in the future. Elements of the line could become
split and isolated. They could be staking their safety on a deployment that was
unknowingly already porous and broken; or that could easily become porous and
broken in the future.


Madiha
reasoned, however, that this deployment was so huge Lubon could not possibly
have a thousand other planes to send their way. This had to be it; after these
first waves of drops, the planes would be empty and making their escape, while
the navy closed in.


It was
imperative she destroy the invaders, or escape, before the arrival of the navy.


Thankfully, Madiha
did not intend to defend anything. More stubborn or traditional commanders
would be forming lines. But from her vantage all of those elven paratroopers
arrived conveniently isolated for her. She just had to rush to their landing
zones and smash them flat before any of them could link with the others. Until
they could coordinate mutual support, the Elves had no Regiments on Ayvartan
soil. Platoons were just Platoons by themselves; it was logistics,
communications and fire support that turned a Platoon into part of a Company,
and a Company into a part of a Battalion, and so on from there.


Paratroopers
that were isolated and killed fast enough would thus never grow to become
Regiments with commensurate gunnery, logistics and cohesion, to challenge her
position.


Madiha
fidgeted with her thumbs, drawing in a deep breath. It had to work;
it had
to.


Offense was
the best defense, was it not? Well, it had to be.


"Major
Hakan? Come in, Major Hakan! This is Chief Maharani!" She called into the
radio.


No
response. Parinita moved through the radio booklet, going through the unit
lists.


While she
worked, the air battle raged under Madiha's direction, without her
involvement.


In the
background, all manner of artillery flung shells skyward. Quad machine gun
mounts laid down fire on the seemingly thousands of paratroopers dropping, to
little visible avail; automatic 35mm guns and slower-firing 57mm, 76mm and 85mm
guns fired burning red lances into the sky, several rounds a minute. Crews
worked tirelessly, constantly swiveling and elevating and adjusting the guns to
meet the enemy. By now the first flights had completely cleared the city, and
many had swung away from the interior of Tambwe and doubled back to the sea,
crossing Rangda once more. Another chance to shoot them down.


Owing to its
neatly centralized position, the headquarters was providing most of the
effective anti-air fire across the city. Nearly every shell going out into the
sky was going out on her personal instructions. Every other minute Madiha saw a
flash in the corner of her eyes and knew a plane had fallen. There was smoke
and debris everywhere in the sky, charring the calm blue they had enjoyed all
morning and afternoon. Her initial objective had been to fight back in any way
possible, fearing an apocalyptic bombing run that would level the city and her
army. Any dent she could put in the cloud meant a fighting chance.


She thought
that a hundred or two hundred planes must have fallen by now, and yet, the sky
looked as thick with enemy aircraft as it had ever been. More debris
rained down, but more wings took their place, and more parachutes and more
gliders there with them.


"Come
in, Hakan, this is Maharani! What is the status of your units?"


Madiha had
made a mistake, both in her panicked assessment of the enemy's intention, and
her split second judgment of the enemy's numbers. This was a rare attack, a
paratroop drop, and carried out with an astounding, record-breaking number of
planes. Once the unlikely truth became frightfully obvious, the value of
anti-air fire dropped precipitously.


With her
initial misconception, she had already failed to interdict the bulk of the
paratroopers. By first staging a classic air defense against high altitude
bombers, instead of reorganizing her troops, she had given up the initiative on
preventing the landings altogether. Now she had to play catch-up on the radio.
Hundreds of paratroopers had successfully dropped and hundreds more would drop.
She could make the environment hostile for them, at least, and every plane
crushed now was a plane Lubon would not have earlier. She would make this plan
costly for them in every fashion. But not stop it outright.


It was
imperative, then, that the ground troops started fighting the noisy elves.


"Major
Hakan? Is that you? Yes, she is here!"


Madiha sighed
with relief. Hakan had finally answered.


Parinita
handed her set over to Madiha, who took over the communications.


"Major,
what is your status?"


Hakan
sighed over the radio.


"I am
afraid that discipline was momentarily lost, and with it, precious time and
initiative. In the face of air attack many a commanding position was lost, many
a sandbag wall felled in panic, though no enemy has moved to reclaim them. And
an enemy now could. Ma'am, I'm afraid to report there are paratroopers falling
in the north, east and south of the city."


"You
need not talk to me like a man on the butcher's block, Major. Gather your
forces and you will be fine. The 8th Division will roll out the welcome carpet
for most of those Paras."


Hakan
sounded surprised. "I expected a much more irate response, Colonel."


"Everyone
does. But I am quicker to understand than I am to anger, Major."


"I see
that now, ma'am. Thank you for your clemency. What are our orders?"


"For
now, hold your position. I'm not going to leave anyone to the elements. Once I
have regrouped as many of our forces as I can, we will coordinate an attack
with the same cohesion we proudly displayed this morning. Does that sound
possible to you?"


She was, in
a thinly veiled way, demanding he shape up his troops.


"It
will be done, ma'am." Hakan confidently replied.


"Good.
Let our old friends in the 8th Division respond to the elves as they desire.
Offer them no battle, and perhaps our two problems will reduce themselves
before our eyes."


She bid her
temporary farewell.


"Parinita,
we need to contact Shayma El-Amin. I'd hoped the other units would have leads
on her, but it appears our communications are much more disparate than I
feared."


Parinita
nodded. "I was about to say. Nobody seems to know where anybody is. Until
we contacted them all personally, we had no cohesion or mutual support
whatsoever in the Regiment. I thought I taught them better than this." She
kinda huffed a little bit.


Madiha
smiled. Parinita looked humorously charming when just a touch irate.


"You
only taught a handful of people." Madiha said. "Don't blame
yourself."


"I
suppose so."


"You
did a fine job, but we're running on a tenth of the radio personnel we should
have."


Parinita
sighed. "And who knows how many even remain."


Madiha
tried to smile at her. "Rally, and find me my tanks, Chief Warrant
Officer. Your competence has never been in dispute in my headquarters, and you
know this."


Parinita
smiled back fondly, and returned to her labors with new determination.


Shayma
El-Amin was critical. She had to be found.


Ocean Road,
being the main thoroughfare of Rangda, would likely see heavy paratrooper
activity. Madiha had to be sure that the bulk of her tanks were safe and
rallying. Guns and trucks could be temporarily abandoned and reclaimed.
Paratroopers stealing her freshly-supplied tanks would be a disaster she could
not recover from. El-Amin was necessary.


"Every
tank has a radio, so theoretically, I should be able to blast the general
tanker frequency and have someone respond."
Parinita idly said, twiddling the knobs on the radio while holding the headset
to her ear. "But I'm doing that and I'm not getting anything. That worries
me. I think a lot of our tanks might be abandoned or unmanned, Madiha."


Madiha
bowed her head. That was not good news at all.


"Once
Minardo returns from the Engineer's tent we may have to--"


The Colonel
paused upon hearing her partner make a distressed little noise.


Parinita's
hand stopped twitching on the radio control panel, and she put on a focused
expression, listening in on something. Madiha turned her way when she saw
Parinita flinch. The Chief Warrant Officer, clearly disturbed, finally pulled
off the headset after what felt like an eternity of listening to something that
seemed loud and disturbing.


"Madiha,
Shayma's been captured. Ocean Road's in big trouble." She said grimly.


 


North Ayvartan Sea -- N.D.M. Imperatrix


 


There was
not a plane in the sky over the Elven invasion fleet. The die had been cast.


For better
or worse, it was Garzoni's show to run. There was nothing to do but wait.


Knight
Commandant Anna Marlborough removed herself to her quarters in the
interior of the ship, feeling a measure of disgust after her encounter with
craven Garzoni. Naturally a crowd began to form; the invasion was hectic and
everyone sought her counsel, owing both to her aristocratic blood, and her
bureaucratic position. But she dismissed all staffers and officers and waved
away the men and women who simply wanted a look at her face.


Like many
Knights, she was in a dual position, both Lady and War-maker, and as Knight
Commandant, she was an Elite among Elites. She was the past and the present,
her rank both traditional and new, archaic and yet, thrust into a painful
modernity. On the ship, she was not as unapproachable as Garzoni, in his
codified, regimented military role.


Anna
Marlborough was a woman of her people. But she fought for the Queen's justice.


That was
the simplest way to describe her complicated position, and why in the wake of
her cape, there would be supplicants even aboard this steel vessel of modern
war.


Once alone,
and in her quarters, Anna opened the metal door and found her Shieldmaiden
waiting, as she expected. Anna, stone-faced, approached and bowed her head
to the shorter woman. Their blue-green eyes met and their long
ears twitched just a bit.


"Anna."


"Marcia."


The
Shieldmaiden craned her head, and Anna met her lips. Though deep and
passionate, it was a quick kiss, barely more than a strike and a few seconds'
tug of war between the lovers' lips; a hint of tongue on the final parting
betrayed a repressed appetite behind it.


"How
was the star of the show?" Marcia asked.


Anna
scoffed.


"A
terrible imp, ill fit to swab the decks, much less command the swabbing."


"You're
ruthless, Anna! So what of his plan?"


"Not
much I can do but wait and pick up the pieces."


Marcia
raised a hand over her lips and laughed delicately. They were a study in
contrasts.


Anna a
tall, stoic, imposing woman with high cheekbones, striking features, long, free
golden hair; a classical Elven goddess fit for a bust in the Pantheon. Marcia
was a common, cheerful woman, shorter by a head, with mousy brown hair tied in
an elegant braided bun. She had rounded features, and a more commonly rural and
earthen beauty to her.


As a Shieldmaiden,
Marcia did not wear the plate of the Knight. In its place, of course, she would
have borne Anna's shield, exemplifying their bond: the trust Anna placed in
her, and Marcia's support for Anna. Nowadays, for convenience, this only
meant an armband in one arm, and a small buckler shield strapped to the other,
rather than a tower shield.


"Oh,
Anna, I can never tell with you whether you're dissatisfied with the man or
generally dissatisfied with everything around the man."
Marcia said, waving an amicable hand.


Anna
blinked, betraying little emotion. "I called him a terrible imp."


"Well,
I suppose that does settle it!" Marcia laughed again.


"But
you are correct. The Kingdom is not what it used to be. The Regulars
aren't."


"No
more glory in the office? All goin' to pot eh?"


"We're
all falling from grace, yes."


"Speak
for yourself; I'm plenty graceful still."


Marcia
talked to her like nobody else did, and Anna loved her so much for it.


They were
Knight Commandant and Shieldmaiden, but more important than the tradition, than
the past, was their present; the two women who had long loved one another.


More
important than the accouterments, was the kiss, and now, the holding of hands.


This was
inappropriate, but it was not uncommon. Knights were segregated, and battle
forged miraculous bonds; and Knights were once, and still many were,
aristocratic. And many in their class would find no love from men. Elven
Ladies were given and taken in
loveless political arrangements. That had been the way for untold generations.


For them,
the tradition gave them freedom and opportunity. Impropriety be damned.


Marcia gave
her love; her husband an estate and a name and other
dull, material things.


On Marcia's
part, she was unmarried, and gladly remained so. Her life was simpler.


"While
you were away, I went over the rosters, and I wanted to ask you
something."


"Ask
away."


Anna sat
down behind her desk, feeling the weight of the armor acutely as she did so.


Marcia sat
across from her, and leaned forward, her head resting on her hands.


"Is
there a reason you assigned the Lycenia girl to be with the Vittoria
girl?"


Anna
blinked. "They have been together since basic training, bunked together,
trained together in tankery, parachute drops, coastal landing; every course.
Why separate them?"


Marcia
smiled. "How cold; I can't believe you don't see it."


What on
earth was she talking about? Of course, it was usually inevitable for the
Knight Commandant to feel something for her Paladins. There were few
Paladins among any unit of Knights. Paladins were more than officers; they were
adept in every form of warfare. A Paladin could command tanks, could site
artillery, could take a beach or cross a river. They were rigorously trained in
everything their country could demand of them. And the Knight Commandant picked
them and pulled at them personally until they were molded to shape.


She knew
Lydia Lycenia, and she knew Gwendolyn Vittoria; what did she not see?


"Don't
they remind you of us?" Marcia asked.


"No.
Not at all." Anna replied.


Marcia was
the romantic; Anna could indeed be a little cold, she recognized it.


"Aww.
I thought you were trying to give the Vittoria girl a cool-headed, strong
female protector that she could fall in love with and have grand adventures
with." Marcia said.


"What?
No such thing. The Queen decreed she not be coddled. Front-line service, no
protection. Lycenia was assigned to her to increase unit cohesion, nothing
more."


"So
cold, chilling cold, like a blizzard." Marcia replied.


"Don't
bully me." Anna said.


Marcia
looked around the room briefly, as if thinking over what to say next.


As was
often the case, when around Anna, her tongue loosened a little far.


"Do
you think the Queen wants her cousin to die in battle?"


Anna was
quick to rebuke her.


"I
think Her Highness desires Gwendolyn prove herself and attain her
own glory, rather than coast on the Vittoria name. I think the Queen
values our institutions." Anna said.


Marcia got
the hint, and started whistling a ditty as if nothing had happened.


What was
worse than her glib attitude, however, was that she was right. Marcia correctly
deduced what Anna deemed to be the Kingdom's fall from grace, exemplified by
this operation. Everyone was headed for Ayvartan soil to settle personal
agendas and carry out their own plans, rather than to fight and win a war. Anna
and Marcia; Gwendolyn and Lydia; even Garzoni, and Varus, and Scipio, and the
rest, every Paladin, every General.


Even the
Queen, who sent her well-trained but untested cousin to the thick of the enemy.


Ayvarta was
not Anna's triumphal grounds It was an expedient
solution to other people's ambitions. Maybe her own ambitions. Maybe not even a
solution at all.


Perhaps
that was enough.


It had to
be.







 


 










































61. La Battaglia Di Rangda
IV


 


52nd of the Aster's Gloom
2030 D.C.E


 


Tambwe Dominance, City of Rangda --
Shapur Way


 


"Stand by."


Gulab
craned her head toward the smoking, burning, plane-ridden
sky and wondered how much more of a mess, if any, would rain down on them in
the intervening time. Thankfully she did not have to wait long. No sooner had
their support truck come up from around the bend, that
the radio on Private Dabo's back started to stir. He passed the handsets back
to her and to Chadgura, who stood on the side of the road without a weapon in
hand.


"Sergeant
Chadgura here. We are in position." She said into the handset.


Gulab held
the secondary handset to her ear and waited, tapping her foot.


Minutes
seemed to go by. A small trickle of men and women took positions behind the
truck. Gulab's unit, the headquarters and fire support section, was small.
Chadgura, herself, and the soft and round Private Dabo, and the tall, angular
Private Jandi. Dabo carried the radio, Jandi carried a BKV anti-tank rifle, and
Chadgura had a submachine gun hanging on her belt, but made no effort to ready
it or aim it at anything. Gulab had a rifle.


Behind
them, two rifle squadrons were slowly forming up. 1st Battalion was still
something of a mess, with communications having been disrupted in the panic
caused by the sudden appearance of hundreds of enemy bombers overhead. They
wouldn't have their full platoon available, but as far as Gulab was concerned
they had everyone who wasn't a coward right now, and that was good enough for
her. Gulab recognized some of the faces, but she had not committed any names to
memory. It had been a hectic day and she had been more concerned with the
people in her immediate vicinity. Perhaps this made her a poor officer -- she
did not quite think of herself as one, despite making Corporal.


"Stand
by."


Gulab grumbled.
Chadgura glanced her way and clapped her hands gently.


At their
side, the support truck they had been promised was a standard M.A.W 6-ton with
an open, steel-plated bed. Atop the bed, alongside a few crates of ammunition
and explosives, the truck was armed with a very much non-standard swiveling
platform supporting the weight of a 37mm automatic-firing anti-aircraft
gun. This was a familiar and welcome cannon from the A.A.W labor and
engineering union that was, as they spoke, employed across the city. Over half
the shooting red stars in the sky were 37mm shells.


From inside
the cab, the driver, a plump, friendly-looking lady, waved at Gulab.


Gulab waved
back nonchalantly.


"Skip
the stones." said the voice on the radio.


At once,
Gulab and Chadgura returned the handsets to the radio box.


"Comrades,
march!" Chadgura called out aloud. "Squadron Alpha on the left, Beta
on the right, and the Delta will bring up the rear of the triangle! We're
freeing up the crossroads from Shapur to Umaru and linking up with the lead
elements of the artillery detachment. The 37mm will cover us in case anything
nasty comes from the air -- or the ground. Watch out for enemy aerial
reinforcements, and keep your eyes peeled. There's a lot of cover!"


Gulab
pointed down the street as if it would motivate the troops any further.


From behind
them, the rifle squadrons picked up their weapons and kit and started running
down the street. They were flanked on all sides by ghastly urban debris.


Shapur Way
was a tight road that divided a historic housing district, one of the few
remnants of the old city. Unlike the large tenements and apartments built by
Solstice, Shapur was full of small houses once meant to be personal holdings,
relics from the era of private ownership. Those charming old facades and
slanted roofs in the suburban Nochtish style, that had long ago survived the
civil war, had now been turned mostly to rubble. Blocks and bricks pavement,
regurgitated earth and piled dust, glass and doors and roofing tiles, all
spilled out over the streets, rendered the road uneven, and clogged up the
interiors of otherwise gutted, skeletal buildings. Walled courtyards and
gardens adjacent to each ruin were hidden from sight but likely just as
dilapidated as the rest. There were no alleyways. It was all open air streets
and house plots cut by adjoining walls.


Shapur Way
had been decimated by a massive artillery bombardment coinciding with the
attack on University Avenue. This prevented the 8th Division from potentially
flanking the attack. Regimental artillery from the headquarters, and the
Independent Mobile Artillery, unloaded hundreds of shells, shells every few
minutes, across nearly an hour, to insure nobody set foot in Shapur, and
that anybody who did, would not live to set foot out of it.


This was
the result, and now, owing to present circumstances, Gulab and Chadgura would
reap what their commanders sewed. They had to traverse the worst of Shapur, and
quickly.


Alpha, Beta
and Delta split up, with Alpha and Beta taking the opposing streets and Delta
following a hundred meters behind down the central road. Behind them, the truck
started moving, and Gulab and Chadgura jumped on the platform in the back and
rode with it.


"So,
Delta's bringing up the rear? And we're bringing up, the rear-rear?" Gulab
asked.


"We're
not an infantry squadron. We don't count for their triangle." Chadgura
replied.


"So
you want me to just sit here and watch them fight?" Gulab asked, frowning.


"Gulab,
in a disparaging way, you have summarized what officers do, yes."


"Bah,
that's not what I want to do as an officer!"


Gulab
sighed. She looked out over the back of the truck, spotting Dabo and Jandi
sitting with their backs to the cab, while she and Chadgura stood on the
platform with the crew of the 37mm gun. They were nondescript youths; they
reminded Gulab of "her kids," whom she worried were now stuck in
Umaru or somewhere close, surrounded by elves.


She was
eager to get the action.


Chadgura
shook her head and put a hand on her shoulder.


"I
have a job for you."


"I'm
listening."


"Gulab,
I'm going to need you to spot targets for the 37mm gun. That means keeping an
eye on the air and ground." She said. "I'm going to focus on
directing the fire of our infantry squads and artillery support. Just tell the
gun what to shoot, and they'll do it."


Gulab's
restless faded with the flashes of flak overhead; she commanded the big gun.


"Yes
ma'am, officer ma'am!" Gulab said cheerfully, saluting Chadgura with a
smile.


Chadgura
clapped her hands in response.


She had
been as teased by this as Gulab had intended.


Leaving
Chadgura's side, she sat behind the 37mm gun's crew and held up binoculars.


"Can
this shoot over the cab?" Gulab asked.


In the next
instant she looked out over the barrel and found her question answered as it
poked right over the driver's compartment. It could descend further and shoot
directly into the driver, if the gunner was uniquely careless, but its neutral
position was very safe.


Regardless,
the young gunner and loader nodded their heads eagerly.


They were a
pair of young girls, dark-skinned, one with long chestnut hair, the other with
very curly black hair. Certainly younger than Gulab; possibly as young as the kids. Gulab smiled at them
and tried to seem reassuring. Neither smiled back. They were consumed in their
labors, greasing the gun's traverse mount, calibrating the angle sights, and so
on.


Ahead of
the truck, the column moved closer to the intersection. There were no contacts
yet, though the likelihood of an enemy encounter felt high. Aircraft debris
littered the center of the intersection. What seemed like the fuselage of a
short, stubby plane lay ripped open in the middle of a pile of upturned gravel. One old house burnt slowly, a pair of
propellers and the steel skeleton of a bomber plane rammed through its center
and out its doorway. A tail stuck out an an eerie angle from between that house
and its neighbor.


Gulab
raised a pair of binoculars to the intersection, glancing over the burning
house, to the collapsed ruin across the street, opposite their column, and to
the houses on the same side of the intersection as the column occupied. She saw
nothing of the enemy nearby.


"Load
high explosive, just in case." Gulab ordered, binoculars still over her
eyes.


At her
side, she heard the thunk of the five-round
magazine catching on the gun's loader.


It was
brief, satisfying, and drowned out by a sound like bellowing civilization of
bees.


Gulab felt
the wind blow harshly past her and lifted her binoculars skyward.


She spotted
one of those engine-less planes swooping over the column.


"Open
fire! Open fire!" Gulab shouted.


She put
down the binoculars and turned to the gunner and loader. One slammed the
wheel-shaped elevation levers in a panic, quickly raising the gun and aiming it
at the sky while the gunner shouted corrections in degrees, so that the gun
would be turned and turned to match the trajectory of the falling aircraft.
Then a firing lever went down.


In a matter
of seconds, the five shots from the magazine went sailing over the column.


Flying past
the falling craft, the red tracers exploded harmlessly into fragments.


Somewhere
farther ahead, behind the debris and burning houses across the intersection,
the plane landed. There was no series of loud bangs as the it
disintegrated upon the street. Instead there was a long, loud, consistent
whining as it slid across the pavement.


Not one
hit, even at this altitude. They had merely watched the enemy safely land.


"Charvi!"


"I saw
it!" Chadgura replied quickly. "All units take combat positions!
Brace for contact!"


Gulab
looked through her binoculars again.


"Charvi!"


Chadgura
looked back at her briefly. Her expressionless eyes drifted skyward.


She
blinked, and withdrew her submachine gun and aimed high.


"Delta,
pull back and secure the rear, now!" She called out, opening fire.


Overhead,
it seemed as if a hundred flowers bloomed in the sky.


Pure white,
dangling a thin blue stem of a person.


The 37mm
gun elevated to meet the threat, but did not shoot. There was seemingly no
place it could start shooting that would make a dent in what was unfolding
overhead.


Dropping
from some of the bombers circling over the city, the paratroopers vastly
outnumbered the undersize, thirty-strong Ayvartan platoon. Though it looked as
if all of them were ready to land right on their heads, the wind started to
pull them different directions. Riflemen and women from Delta squadron opened
fire on the drop troops, and Chadgura's submachine gun spat hundreds of tracers
into the air after them. But the gunfire was ineffective; the paratroopers were
dispersing. They would land in adjacent streets, adjacent blocks, behind walls
and on roofs and between the paths of the multi-pronged Ayvartan
counteroffensive. Like spores dispersing into the air, they sewed far.


And they
were not alone.


While Delta
shot aimlessly into the sky overhead, enemy gunfire started to ring out closer.


Green
tracer shots began to fly from behind the aircraft fuselage up ahead in their
twos and threes, pausing to pull bolts and loads clips. Through the remains of
the doorway and portholes, through gashes in the frame and the windows of what
remained of the cockpit, the enemy garrisoned the piece of debris. Gulab ducked
her head and crouched closer to the gun, trying to put the truck's cab between
herself and the open intersection.


Alpha and
Beta rushed to opposing streets, taking cover behind the brick walls and the
cement bases of the spear-tipped townhouse fences. Rifle shots struck the
obstacles and lifted dust and cement chips into the air. Gulab peeked out
briefly with her binoculars. She could see no heads on the aircraft fuselage,
but she saw the muzzle flashes, some hundred odd meters forward. There were at
least a dozen rifles laying bolt-action fire on them.


"HQ
section, form up on the truck bed, and fight defensively!" Chadgura
shouted.


Jandi and
Dabo withdrew from the sides of the truck and onto the bed, pressed between the
cab and the gun. Chadgura barked orders from a similar position, but Gulab was
too eagerly surveying the battlefield ahead of her and did not hide with the
rest of them.


Though they
had the strength of numbers, their position was rotten. Alpha and Beta, crammed
essentially around the corner from the enemy, could not meet it with the full
strength of their rifles. Men and women traded places on the edge of their
brick and cement cover, firing three or four at a time, as many as could peer
safely together, and striking the thick wooden frame and the exposed steel
skeleton of the enemy's cover. Rounds that made it through windows or portholes
seemed to sail past with no effect. When the enemy returned fire it was still a
dozen or more shots at a time, and accurate. Everyone quickly retreated to
cover, and to fight back, three or four had to scramble out of the mass again.
It was disorganized compared to the enemy's battle line, and ineffective.


Luckily,
they were not alone.


Gulab
peered through her binoculars, hoping to spot for the 37mm.


"Crew,
site the intersection and fire high exp--"


Sharp noise
and a brief sting of heat; Gulab drew back suddenly as a bullet ricocheted off
the lightly-armored cab wall a hair's breadth from her cheek. She put her
back to the metal and stared her gun crew with wide, panicked eyes, breathing
suddenly heavy.


"Lay
down fire on that fuselage! Now! Right now!" Gulab cried out.


At this
order, the 37mm gun's crew descended the barrel as low as it could go against
the top of the truck's cab. Bullets bounced off the barrel shroud and against
the bulletproof glass on the front of the truck. Gulab raised her binoculars
again and peered over the cab, standing atop an ammunition crate. Amid the
telltale reports of rifles on both sides, and the swooping and falling and
booming of planes above, she heard the gun load behind her.


From afar,
the firing of a 37mm gun sounded like a loud, chunky, rap-rap-rap.


When the
barrel was a meter away, it sounded like a lion roaring.


Gulab shook
with the transfer of energy as the 37mm emptied its magazine.


She grit
her teeth, but did not have time to fret; the result was instantaneous.


Across the
intersection, five fist-sized holes sprouted across the plane fuselage.


Behind the
hulk, Gulab saw flashes as the delayed-action high explosive went off.


Hundreds of
dust-size holes opened on the fuselage, causing it to collapse partially on
itself. No longer did it resemble a piece of an aircraft. Though still an
obstacle, it was a mound of shredded metal and wood more than anything.
 There were no more muzzle flashes coming from it. It was a miracle
it had not outright caught fire from the blasts.


In a split
second the intersection and the surrounding suburban blocks grew silent.


Gulab
looked skyward. She saw no more of the parachutes. They had either landed or
died.


"Alpha,
move forward and inspect the wreckage!" Chadgura commanded.


Alpha
squadron heard the call and began to move up the street to occupy the position
left by the defeated enemy. They stacked behind the shapeless debris in the
middle of the intersection, reloading their rifles and looking over and around
the wreck. Once they made it to the obstacle, they held position and awaited
orders. Gulab breathed out a long sigh.


Chadgura
stood up on the bed and looked over the cab of the truck, shouting her orders.
"Beta, split to cover the sides of the street. Delta, continue guarding
the rear. Alpha, reconnoiter the intersection, and carefully. We will try to
advance within fifteen."


Nodding
their heads, the rifle troops dispersed as Chadgura ordered. Beta took both
sides of the street position, splitting to cover Alpha's old half, hiding
behind the brick divider walls and cement fence bases and keeping their
guns trained on the intersection. Behind the truck, Delta stacked half behind
the bed itself, and half behind rubble on the street.


Alpha split
into three sections, four rifles each. One remained attached to the remains of
the fuselage, while the other two split in opposite directions, running a ways
down the intersection to inspect the remains of the houses on the far side and
on the perpendicular paths. Gulab climbed down from the truck bed, and walked
around the front of it to see.


She was
distracted by the damage done to the truck's cab. There were seemingly a
hundred pits where rifle shots had struck the cab and its bulletproof glass
windows. Concentric circles of bruised glass dotted the windshield, so that the
driver behind could hardly be seen, and probably, could hardly see back. Along
the engine housing, and the front bumper, and on the wheel guards, there were a
dozen lodged rifle rounds. Without the cab and the driver in it all of that
ammunition would have sailed right into Gulab and her crew.


Gulab
saluted to the driver, who apparently did not see.


"All
clear!"


Ahead at
the intersection, Alpha squadron's detachments returned, waving their rifles in
the air to signal an all-clear while also shouting it out. Beta squadron
started to emerge from their positions -- without yet being prompted to do
so -- and Delta seemed to slacken in their vigil, as it seemed to everyone that
there was no enemy among them.


"Regroup
in your current formations and get ready to advance. Alpha in front, Beta
guarding the flanks and Delta in the rear." Chadgura called out. "We
march in five!"


Gulab
nodded her head to her commander, and obediently got back onto the bed of the
truck. Chadgura had gotten quite appreciably loud. Her voice was still rather
unemotive, but Gulab thought there was a greater force and confidence behind it
than she had heard before. There was some new hint of resolve and passion that
had awakened in Chadgura.


"Sergeant!"


She called
out, and Chadgura turned her head over.


"What
is it?"


"You
haven't clapped in a while."


Gulab
smiled. Chadgura blinked, and turned her head back to the intersection.


In turn,
Gulab laughed.


"Keep
your eyes peeled. Those paratroopers landed somewhere." Chadgura said
seriously.


Nodding
again, Gulab raised her binoculars.


She felt
the world shake for a moment as the truck's engine got started.


Slowly the
column began to move, one block closer to the intersection, past the fences,
past new dilapidated houses, the road ahead of them widening and opening as it
met its opposites from the other important thoroughfares and joined around the
disorderly wooden mass that had collected in the center of the intersection.
Gulab scanned each facade, each unremarkable street corner, each
fenced-off driveway around them.


There were
so many hiding places, and so few opportunities to march quickly.


It was an
environment that reminded her of the forest. Though there was a clear path
through the woods of the Kucha, long since carved out by the mountain folk who
crossed the woods every day and week, and though there were gaps between the
individual trees, it felt like a very busy, crowded, thick, tight place to be
nonetheless. You could not run through the forest, even on the path. You
couldn't trust it. Shapur was the same. Though there was empty visual
space between each house and each street around them, there was an oppressive
atmosphere, with the brick dividing walls and fence bases, the fence spears
themselves, the debris spilled out onto the lawns and the streets, and the
debris on the road itself and on the intersection, serving as the tightly
spaced trees of their urban forest.


In short,
while she was sure they could squeeze the rifle squadrons through the space as a a whole, there was still very little room to move between
all the rough and ruined terrain.


Nonetheless,
the platoon marched. They were now very close to their objective.


"Hey,
girls," Gulab turned to the gun crew, "stand at attention, we're
gonna need--"


Gulab's
gentle orders were overtaken by a violent cry.


Across the
rubble rang the report of a single, precise rifle shot.


Falling
from the 37mm, the gunner hit the truck bed, screaming and holding her side.


Her loader
fell to her knees next to her.


"Kalim!"
She cried. She laid hands on her crewmate for support, but found them bloody.


This
realization made her even more distraught. As Kalim began to gasp for air, the
loader cried and panicked seemed not to know what to do other than to press on
the wound.


Gulab
ducked behind the gun and turned her head to the soldiers behind her.


Chadgura
looked back on the scene and finally clapped her hands once.


"Sniper!
Sneak one of Delta's medics back here!" She shouted.


"Do as
she says!" Gulab added, trying to squeeze behind the gun to conceal
herself.


There was a
sudden ringing of metal as a bullet struck the gun's body near Gulab's arm.


The
Corporal quickly discerned that this bullet had not come from the same
direction as the one before. This one had flown past her; and had struck her in
the shadow of the gun.


She turned
her head to the ruins behind her.


And to the
ruins ahead, and to the ruins on all sides.


"Enfilade!" Gulab
shouted. "Charvi, there's more than one!"


"Everyone
fall back on the truck! Form a defensive ring!" Chadgura shouted.


Two more
shots rang out, and then three, and then six. Bullets flew in livid green lines
over and around the truck, striking the cab from the sides, the gun from
seemingly every direction. Gulab, Jandi and Dabo dropped off the bed; Gulab
pulled the wounded Kalim and her distraught companion off the bed, and quickly
hid them under the truck, behind the rear wheels. A Delta medic crawled under
with them, and tried to administer first aid in the cramped confines. On his
belly, his kit at his side, and Kalim crying near, he labored.


Crawling
under the bed herself, Gulab loaded her rifle and aimed for a fence gate.


She held
her breath, praying for Kalim, and waited.


Moments later,
she saw a golden-haired elf in blue uniform peer out to shoot.


From the
ground Gulab shot, like a hunter hitting the briefly detected head of a deer.


She struck
the elf, and they fell dead instantly, sprawled out from behind the gate
column.


"They're
coming from the buildings and lawns!" Gulab shouted. "It's the
paratroopers!"


Around the
bed of the truck, Gulab saw several boots and pants legs as the rifle troops
formed up. She also, immediately, saw one boy fall, fatally bloody, shot in the
neck.


Mayhem
ensued around them. Gunfire of increasing intensity bore down on the platoon
from two opposing houses nearby. Around the corners and behind the fences and
from the walls and gardens, the paratroopers that had survived the fall
had slowly crept close to the column, and now they were attacking from
seemingly every side. Blue garrison caps and sleeves and flashes of golden hair
were followed by rifle fire from behind mounds of rubble, from around the
columns at the sides of fence gates, from over the walls of side gardens and
from within the windows of ruined buildings. Beta squadron, divided along the
flanks, was hit hard with immediate loses, and many men and women around the
sides of the truck fell wounded and scared, and Gulab had to pull a few under
the truck.


Alpha and
Delta dispersed, taking cover where they could. Two men, along with Jandi, Dabo
and Chadgura, hid directly behind the truck, and Gulab saw their boots, and
heard their shots sing defiantly against the enemy. Because the elves were
coming from the flanks, the back of the truck provided some measure of safe
cover. But the enemy gunfire was growing in strength. Soon Chadgura and her
group had to duck down to avoid it.


Gulab saw
Chadgura as she crouched behind the truck.


"How
many?" Gulab shouted.


"At
least a dozen, both sides." Chadgura replied. "We can't hit them well
from here."


Tiny
columns of dust and pinpricks of splintered gravel followed a series of shots
that fell just centimeters from Gulab, forcing her to crawl further under the
shadow of the truck. She saw the offending elves briefly through the fences on
the surrounding buildings.


Carelessly,
she hit her head on the thick bolt under the bed that affixed the gun above.


Gritting
her teeth, stifling tears; but the blow suddenly gave her an idea.


"How
far can you all throw grenades?" Gulab shouted.


"Not
far enough to kill, from here." Chadgura replied.


Dabo and
Jandi seemed to agree with her, while the two Delta men were busy shooting.


"Can
you cook them and have them go off in the air at
least?" Gulab asked.


Chadgura
stared at her under the truck bed for a moment, and seemed to understand.


"Don't
do anything stupid."


"I'm
always stupid. Give me a moment and then count down your throws."


"Gulab--"


"Just
do it Charvi!"


Gulab
started to crawl toward the edge of the truck.


She
approached the distraught loader, still crawling next to the medic tending to
Kalim.


"What's
your name?" She said, caressing her curly hair.


"S-S-Siba."
She moaned.


"Siba,
I need your help with the gun."


Siba tried
to speak, but her words broke under the weight of a sob.


"We
were gonna go back home together and we were gonna tell everyone--"


"Hey,
listen." Gulab held her hand. "Kalim is in danger right now. Not just
from that one shot. To get her out of here, to save her, I need your help. You
can help me; you can help her. I know you can. I know you want to. You can keep
crying. But help me load the gun."


Siba grit
her teeth, closed her eyes, and nodded her head, shaking from head to toe.


"Charvi,
now!" Gulab cried.


Several
grenade pins hit the floor.


For a brief
instant, Jandi, Dabo and Chadgura held a live grenade in each hand.


"That's
enough, throw!" Chadgura commanded.


Four
grenades flew over the left-hand side of the street, and two toward the right.


All of them
detonated in mid-air over the positions of the nearest elves.


"Siba,
go!" Gulab shouted.


She rushed
out from under the bed of the truck, and the young girl followed.


Not one
bullet flew their way.


Together
they climbed onto the bed of the truck. Gulab scrambled with the elevation and
traversal controls, swinging the lightly dented 37mm around while Siba picked
up a clip from an ammunition box and shoved it into the loading slot. Gulab
trained the weapon first on the left-hand side of the street, where the
sturdiest fence wall and gate columns provided ample cover for the elves, and
the tight fence spears gave them free portholes to shoot from. All of the elves
had gone into cover from the blasts. Cover wouldn't matter.


"Firing
high-explosive!" Gulab shouted.


She pulled
down the firing lever and felt the force of the gun stir throughout her body as
the barrel pushed back and recoiled forward, again, and again, five times in a
row. Snap
chunk snap chunk snap-- followed by series of blasts that
completely collapsed the walls and the gate columns, each shot striking the
elves' cover at an unfortunate angle. Fence spears fell over or snapped apart
and became part of a fragment cloud that went slashing through the
stacked-up enemy squadron. When the dust had settled, the lawn of the targeted
house was a mess of rubble and bodies all partially buried, all partially
together.


"Siba,
reload, I'm turning it around!" Gulab shouted.


There was a
familiar sound as a pair of bullets struck the ammunition crates on the bed.


Two rounds
sailed just over Gulab's head from down the street.


Siba
screeched and stepped back from the ammunition.


"Shit!"
Gulab cried out, getting ready to duck behind the gun.


"Keep
going!"


From behind
the truck bed Chadgura, submachine gun in hand, and stepped out of cover.


Holding
down the trigger, she sent dozens of rounds down the street against the elves.


She struck
the edge of their cover and forced them temporarily back.


"Gulab,
traverse the gun now!" She shouted.


Gulab
practically leaped back to the gun's controls and began to turn it.


Chadgura
continued to fire in quick bursts.


Click.


Smoke
billowed from the end of her superheated barrel.


She was
dry.


Chadgura
quickly withdrew a new drum to reload.


In the sudden
lull the elves drew forth out of cover once more.


"Siba!"
Gulab shouted.


Almost as
she did, the young loader shoved a new magazine into the 37mm.


"Shoot,
please!" Siba shouted back.


No more
prompting was necessary.


Gulab
slammed down the firing lever.


Five more
37mm high-explosive shots sailed like comets from the bed of the truck.


Chadgura's
face was lit briefly by the flash of wrathful red tracers.


Five nearly
concurrent explosions followed, down the street.


In the wake
of the high-explosive blasts, the enemy squadron disappeared beneath the rubble
as the protective wall collapsed over them. So much damage had been done that
when the Rangdan winds swept the smoke and dust off the impact areas, there was
a clear view of the bright green grass on the house's lawn, its fence having
been wiped out.


Gulab
stepped back from the gun.


"Siba,
are you alright?" She asked.


Slumped
over an ammunition crate, Siba was crying her heart out with fear and
shock.


Gulab left
her bed, and jumped down to Chadgura's side.


"So
much for not doing anything stupid!" She said.


Chadgura
nonchalantly reloaded her submachine gun. "I saved your foolish
plan."


"You
did, but it was still stupid."


Chadgura
raised her hands in front of Gulab's face and clapped.


"Hey!"


"You
made me clap. Congratulations."


Chadgura
stared at her without expression.


Gulab knew
her enough to see a smile where there wasn't one, and smiled back.


From under
the bed of the truck, the Delta medic peered out, triumphantly.


"She's
stable! Gunner girl is stable! We can call her an ambulance, and she'll be
ok!"


Hearing
this, Siba, atop the truck bed, burst out crying and screaming again.


This time
perhaps a little less suffered, and more elated.


"Dabo,
radio for a ambulance." Chadgura ordered.
"Everyone else, regroup in--"


Nobody
would know whether it was fifteen or twenty or more minutes.


As Chadgura
spoke, a swooping noise, loud as the stride of a giant, drowned her out.


A shadow
passed briefly but ominously over the platoon.


Overhead,
an enemy aircraft vacated a sky thinning of allies and thickening with fire.


It made for
the intersection just ahead.


At such
close a range, it seemed unearthly huge.


Far in the
sky the aircraft looked like flies. This one was massive, rotund, solid.


Onto the
intersection it descended, crushing the remains of the discarded fuselage that
the platoon had been fighting for and striking the ground running.
Conspicuously lacking engines, the craft glided earthward, dashed its
landing gear to pieces, skid, and swung around. Wings flew off it and
bounced like skipped stones, striking nearby buildings.


Crucially,
the fuselage was battered, but did not collapse.


Across
dozens of meters of now-opened road it skidded and slid without control.


Over a
chunk of upturned cement its right side lifted, and its tail swung.


Slowing
down, the craft fully turned before coming to an abrupt halt.


Where it
stopped, the glider faced the platoon.


Transfixed,
they watched as the aircraft's nose split suddenly open.


Inside its
shadowed fuselage, a pair of headlights shone.


Over the
silence left in the wake of the crash, Gulab heard an engine, and worse,
tracks.


 


City of Rangda --
Umaru Way, Shapur Connection


 


"Fire mission target rating point,
over?"


A response
came quickly, and would have been poorly understood by most personnel. A series
of numbers with no immediately discernible pattern came flying out of the radio
and Adesh turned them over in his mind for a brief instant, checking the
operational map to insure he was correct. Once he had the coordinates, he
turned them into degrees for Kufu to turn the tank, and Nnenia to traverse and
elevate the gun. Then, Eshe helped to load the 76mm cannon, and Adesh sent the
shell sailing skyward, to then hurtle down.


Two shells
would follow the first, vanishing into the sky with a thin trail of smoke.


"Good
kills! We're moving to the objective. Thank you, comrades!"


Everyone on
the radio seemed elated. Adesh could not see the results of his own shots,
which would fly many kilometers away before landing and having an effect. He
would have to take the man at his word that the shells had been effective.
Sighing slightly, he pulled off his headset and sat on the side of the fighting
compartment, his arms aching.


Eshe and
Nnenia both reached out to pat him on the shoulder, found the other trying to
do so, and stopped awkwardly mid-motion. Adesh sighed all the harder at their
display.


"What
is wrong with you two lately?" Adesh asked.


Neither of
them seemed able to immediately answer.


Adesh was
spared further aggravation when Sergeant Rahani appeared and climbed aboard
their Chimera self-propelled gun. As overall platoon commander, Rahani traveled
between the three tanks in his unit fairly frequently now. He was no longer
exclusively at their side. However, he did come back to them eventually after
making his rounds.


Something
for which Adesh was extremely grateful. Rahani had a stabilizing influence.


"How
are my favorite artillery crew holding up?" He asked.


"We're
holding up." Nnenia replied dryly.


"Sir,
when will we start moving again?" Eshe asked.


After the
order to vacate Umaru went out, the Chimera unit had doubled back down the
connecting streets to Shapur. However, once the paratroopers began to land,
there were units all over requesting fire support on the radio, and their
plight roused the artillery officers from their retreat. Battalion found the
artillery a nice, broad, open-air Msanii square to park in, and they began to
lob shells wherever asked for the better part of an hour. Everyone knew,
however, that linking up with a friendly unit, like the 1st motor rifle
battalion down in University, was a necessary next step that was only being
delayed.


At the
suggestion, Rahani smiled.


"Feeling
restless? Well, you're in luck, corporal! We've been tasked with opening a path
for a friendly unit from University. Once we link up, we'll oversee the
transfer of the artillery battalion entirely from Umaru and Shapur and down to
the safety of University Avenue. So, get that engine going, Kufu! We're moving
down south, post-haste."


Kufu did
not reply, but the Chimera started to shake as its engine came to life.


Rahani
waved over the sides of the Chimera at the allied vehicles in the platoon.


Their own
Chimera would be in the lead, followed by two others in a triangle formation.
One other platoon of three vehicles would move ahead in a similar fashion.
Behind them, a heavy truck with additional ammunition and supplies as well as
security personnel (lightly armed riflemen in a slightly different uniform)
would guard the rear of the convoy.


Rolling out
of the square, the Chimera hit the rubble-strewn pavement and road, and with
their long, widely-spaced tracks, tackled the rough terrain expertly. While
they moved, Adesh surveyed the terrain ahead with his binoculars, and tried not
point them at the sky. Though he had downed a bomber plane mid-flight and had
given useful intelligence to the battalion regarding the disposition of the
enemy aircraft, he was still unsettled by their appearance over the Rangdan
skies. He recalled all too clearly what they were capable of.


So he
settled his gaze over the earth instead. At their sides, seemingly around every
corner and every block, there was nothing but debris and the hollowed out
remains of old storefronts and houses. The 8th Division had once garrisoned
this area to protect Umaru and the path farther north to the Rangdan airport.
Adesh and his comrades had seen to it that the enemy be dislodged with
overwhelming firepower. This ruination was the result.


As Adesh surveyed
the damage he caused he felt a hurt in his heart that was hard to shake.


"Something
on your mind?" Nnenia asked, sitting on a crate of ammunition next to him.


Overhearing
her, Eshe put down the maps he was looking at and turned straight to Adesh.


"It's
nothing." Adesh replied. He did not want to become a burden to anybody.
And in the middle of a battle, thinking about why one fought at all seemed the
most wearying burden.


"You
can tell us." Eshe said gently. Behind him, Rahani was gabbing away on the
radio.


Adesh
sighed. "I knew only basic reading and arithmetic before I entered the
army. I was not a very good student. I rarely turned in my home work, even. Now
I know all this math. I can look at the horizon and I think of angles and
degrees and velocities. Physics. It's like a new world. And all that it's good
for is killing people. It doesn't sit right with me is all."


He did not
want to think he was destined for a life of killing. It was naive of him,
perhaps. He had joined the army after all. You joined the army to kill people.
That was your job. But he had hoped there would be something else for him.
Maybe driving a truck, or becoming handy with tools and wires and repairing
radios and tanks. Or becoming a medical doctor. But the Ayvartan army in the
midst of its Demilitarization dreams had nothing better for him than a rifle.
And the Ayvartan army in the midst of Remilitarization had something better --
a much bigger rifle that required fancy university math cheat sheets to shoot.


Everywhere
he looked, he thought he could see the mathematics of the world. He traced the
76mm gun's angle aligner and directional compass and elevation gauge onto all
of his surroundings, noting the degree to which a ruined roof sloped (a shell
that struck a flat, weak surface would penetrate more easily), or the height of
an abandoned hospital as they passed (at this range, an elevation of 15 degrees
would be sufficient to sail a shell over it). He noted the amount of big rooms
he crossed (fragmentation was maximally lethal inside broad but
enclosed spaces, like the front lobby of the abandoned Umaru Hotel in the
distance). Over the course of his training in Bada Aso and Rangda, Adesh
thought his head was now filled, irreparably, with far more facts about killing
than about anything else.


Weeks ago,
that ability almost scared him. Amid battle, it
definitely did scare him.


"It's
not about killing." Nnenia said suddenly.


She pulled
her black hair behind her ears and sidled forward, looking Adesh in the
eyes.


"You're
protecting people." She said. "You're saving them."


She laid
her hands on his own.


"Maybe."
Adesh sighed, and averted his gaze from Nnenia. "That doesn't change the
fact that I'm behind the barrel of a math-powered gun. It's not what I think I
ought to be."


When his
gaze shifted, it shifted over to Eshe, who smiled and laid a hand on his
shoulder.


"It
won't be like this forever. You can use that math however you want after
the war!"


Adesh
stared at him, not quite comforted by those words. Nnenia stared critically
too.


"What?
I'm telling the honest truth here. If we win, you don't have to fight
anymore."


Adesh was
about to say something when Rahani got off the radio and addressed them.


"Are
any of you keeping an eye out for contacts?" He asked gently.


Nnenia and
Eshe stared at each other and Adesh; Adesh stared between the two of them.


"Can
one of you keep an eye on the--"


Rahani cut
off. Everyone inside violently lurched as the Chimera
braked without warning, and all of them dropped against the nearest surface.
Adesh struck the firing lever, Nnenia hit the instruments, Eshe one of the side
walls. Rahani fall forward between all of them.


"Well,
shit. We've got a stopped tank ahead." Kufu shouted from below.


"Mechanical
failure, maybe?" Rahani picked himself up, and went to his radio.


Before he
could confirm the situation, everyone heard the booming report of a rifle.


Then there
was a scream coming from the platoon ahead of them.


"Contact,
contact! On the building along the two-way ahead!"


Adesh,
Nnenia and Eshe leaped to their feet and tried to get a look over
the front superstructure, holding the gun, but Rahani grabbed hold of
their uniforms and pulled them roughly down into the fighting compartment once
more. He gestured for them to keep their heads down. "Use the
instruments! You could've been killed just now!"


Pointing to
the telescopic sight, Rahani nodded for Adesh to go look.


Ducked low,
Adesh made it to the sight and put his eyes to it.


In front of
him, one of the Chimera in the lead was leaking fuel, a hole the
circumference of one's thumb having been put into its side plain for all to
see. Men and women of its crew scrambled to get out of the vehicle, covered by
the commander of the tank, who fired on the intersection ahead with the crew's
self-defense submachine gun. The Commander stood from the fighting compartment,
and still shooting, slowly made it onto the caterpillar and off the tank. A
second Chimera started bravely shoving up against the dangerous carcass
that had been abandoned, pushing it off the road. More gunfire rang out,
striking holes in the pavement. Its source was a heavy rifle, an anti-tank
type.


Judging by
the rate of fire, and the time between shots and between shots at different
targets especially, Adesh thought it had to be work of a
single AT sniper in hiding.


He could
not spot a muzzle flash anywhere, but the shooter had to be dead ahead.


"Corporal,
we're under fire from the intersection. One Chimera is leaking fuel and was
abandoned." Adesh said, his voice switching to the cold, official-sounding
one of a gunner handing a report. "Requesting a direct fire mission.
Ten shells should do it."


"I'm
making it platoon-wide." Rahani said, and he radioed their other two
vehicles.


Adesh
looked to Nnenia, who in turn started to crack open one of their ammunition
crates.


Eshe
blinked, and raised a hand to his head.


"The
barrel lock's on. We've got the gun fixed to the front right now." He
said.


Nnenia and
Adesh stared at him suddenly.


"It's
still in travel position?" Adesh cried out.


"We were traveling." Nnenia said.


"I
should have had that thing unlocked. Shit." Eshe replied.


He looked
at the wall of the fighting compartment, face turning pale.


"Eshe,
no." Adesh said.


Preemptively,
Eshe shoved Nnenia and Adesh back to keep them from grabbing him.


While they
were striking the gun and the wall, he leaped clean over the side.


"Shit!"
Nnenia shouted.


Rahani
looked at the whirlwind of activity suddenly at his side in disbelief.


"What
is--"


Adesh
reached around the instrument panel and pulled the self-defense weapon from
free from a hidden compartment. Loading a drum onto it, he handed it to Nnenia,
who rose up from the side of the fighting compartment and opened with wild
automatic fire down the street. Adesh drew a pistol and joined her, suddenly
rising from the Chimera's fighting compartment, the green metal walls giving
way to a view of the tight street, flanked by dilapidated buildings, and the
scrambling gun crews, and the leaking tank, pushed aside.


Over a
hundred and fifty meters down the street was the intersection, a two-way
T-shape road, up the stem of which they currently traveled. Along the
upper bend was a block of partially collapsed houses, their ground floor and
second story windows still together enough to offer cover for a sniper. Adesh
aimed at a window, and Nnenia aimed at several. They shot wildly over the heads
of their comrades ahead of them, firing into the shadows.


In front of
them, Eshe scrambled over the glacis of the Chimera, and started to unscrew the
locking lever, a metal rod with a loop that affixed the gun to the tank's front
during travel to prevent its misuse and help mitigate wear and tear on the gun
mantlet.


"Hurry
up Eshe!" Adesh shouted.


His pistol
clicked dry, and Adesh reached for a new magazine.


Suddenly he
saw a muzzle flash, bright and violent, coming from down the way.


Eshe
recoiled in pain as a heavy bullet severed the barrel lock. Shards of metal
resulting from this collision struck him in the arm, and he began to bleed
through his uniform. Adesh cried out, pushed Nnenia toward the location of the
muzzle flash and held out his hand over the gun. Nnenia held down the trigger
and opened fire with greater zeal.


Gasping for
breath, Eshe shambled over the gun and back into the firing compartment.


"It's
free! Start shooting!" He cried out in pain.


Rahani
could spare no time to chastise them. He withdrew the first aid kit and dropped
to his knees beside Eshe, bandaging his bloody arm and pulling off visible
shards of metal.


Nnenia and Adesh
rushed to load and elevate the gun.


Once the
first shell was in, no time was wasted.


In a rage,
Adesh smashed the firing lever as he never had before.


"Firing
High-Explosive-Incendiary!" He called out.


Through the
sighting scope, Adesh watched the shell sail into the house and explode into a
fireball that set the building alight like a tinderbox. He paid little heed to
the effect, he was already loading the next incendiary before the fire had much
time to spread. Nnenia loaded the second shell, and almost as quickly as it
locked inside, Adesh released it.


Seemingly
following his lead, and with no countermanding orders, the two other Chimeras
in their unit opened fire the same as Adesh had, sending three shells each
flying down the road and striking nearby buildings with incendiary
rounds, lighting the block across the intersection on slowly spreading
fire. Walls and windows burnt up, and collapsed. Roofs tumbled into the
bonfires cooking in their ground floors and refreshed the blaze.


Great
dancing flames consumed the street. Foul black smoke blew in a great
billowing cloud across the intersection, obscuring the flames and the ruins and
the way forward.


There was
no more enemy gunfire heard or felt. Aside from the sounds of the rushing
flames and the slow collapse of the buildings in those flames, the road
was starkly quiet.


On the
floor of the Chimera, Rahani looked up from the quivering, wounded Eshe.


"Adesh,
I did not authorize incendiary fire!" He said.


Adesh
snapped.


"We
can't afford not to use it!" He shouted back suddenly. "We don't know
exactly how many or where they're hiding! High explosive won't cut it in
this situation!"


Nnenia
raised her head from the ammunition crates, stunned.


Eshe,
wincing with pain, cowered away from the sight.


Rahani frowned
and bowed his head slightly.


Adesh
realized he had crossed a line.


He felt his
heart tremble. His lips quivered.


"I'm
sorry." He said.


That anger
of his had risen again. And it was not fielded on his enemies this time.


Rahani
looked utterly disappointed.


Outside the
Chimeras, someone could be heard asking 'who the hell shot that HE-I?'"


Rahani
sighed deeply, and stood up from inside the Chimera.


He looked
down at Adesh, who was still crouched near the gun.


"Adesh
I understand that you're upset. But you cannot protect Eshe and Nnenia like
this. Doing these impulsive things only endangers us. Please. I want to believe
in you."


He then
looked over the side of the Chimera and waved.


"Sir,
forgive me! I panicked when one of my crew was wounded."


Adesh gasped.
He wanted to say something, but Nnenia put a hand over his mouth.


"No.
You'll make it worse." She said.


Rahani
smiled and waved and played it off casual while speaking to someone Adesh
couldn't see, outside the Chimera. Adesh could hear his voice, however, when he
shouted.


"Rahani?
You? Jeez, man, keep it together will you? What the hell happened? Now we'll
have to divert through an alleyway. It'll take us even longer to make it to
University now, if we can get there at all. One more like this and I'm going to
have to report it."


"I'm
sorry! It won't happen again." Rahani said, playing off his cutesy charm.


He nodded
his head, waved again, and then sat back down near the radio, sighing.


He looked
at Adesh with that familiar charm of his.


"Next
time, you'll be explaining that yourself." He said, a little coldly.


Adesh
nodded, feeling deeply ashamed of what had transpired, but also, helpless.


He laid
down on the floor of the Chimera. Rahani leaped out of the vehicle and joined
the other commanders in deciding which way to move now. Linking up with the 1st
motor rifle battalion was essential to Colonel Nakar's new plans. Now because
of one impulsive gun crew that whole plan was being thrown for loop. In an army
that valued the following of plans as closely as possible to achieve success,
it was a wonder Rahani wasn't punished.


Perhaps
everyone understood it couldn't have been Rahani. Perhaps everyone knew.


It was a
stupid little gunner like Adesh, who let the blood run away with him.


"I'm
sorry Adesh. It's my fault." Eshe replied, breathing heavily.


"No,
it wasn't." Nnenia said.


Somehow,
Nnenia always found it in her to disagree with Eshe.


Adesh sank
his head against his knees. "She's right." He said.


Both of his
friends quieted.


As the Chimeras
got moving again, Adesh saw the numbers dancing around in front his eyes, and
he closed them, and the doubt in his head grew greater and heavier than ever.


 


City of Rangda --
Shapur Way


 


"TANK! IT'S A TANK!"


"How?
How the hell did it come out of the sky?"


"Where's
the arty detachment? Can we call them up?"


"They're
diverting course right now! We can't count on them now!"


All around
Gulab there was confusion and panic as the tank emerged from the glider.


Soon as the
unpowered aircraft had landed, the nose of its massive fuselage suddenly split
open sideways, revealing that it had all along been a swing door into a
very large interior compartment. From within this compartment came neither
enemy crew nor infantry.


Slowly, an
enemy tank began to make its way out of the aircraft. Four massive wheels
surrounded by caterpillar track bore a boxy hull with a slightly sloped glacis
leading to a flat front plate with a hatch. Its riveted turret had slanted
sides, and bore a long, thin main gun affixed to a thick mantlet and
paired with what seemed like a small machine gun.


Perhaps it
was a light tank, but any tank was a problem for a small gaggle of infantry.


At once,
Jandi raised her BKV rifle and put rounds downrange, and several riflemen
loaded armor piercing shot into their standard rifles and joined her, but there
was no visible effect on the enemy tank, which was beyond any rifle's
effective distance against armor. Tracers flew by the dozens against the tank's
glacis and gun mantlet and bounced harmlessly or dissipated into the armor.
From several hundred meters away but quickly closing, the tank trundled
indomitably over the rubble, undeterred by the small arms.


As it
entered the intersection, however, it paused as if to ponder.


The next
instant its gun lit up, and a torso-sized chunk of the street went up in the
air.


There was
no use to standing out in the open against this beast.


"Get
to cover! Move over those walls and into the lawns and gardens!" Chadgura
ordered.


Alpha, Beta
and Delta seemed to spread every which way without organization.


Gulab shook
her head free of its shock and ran back behind the truck.


There, she
found the Delta medic and Siba trying to move the injured, delirious Kalim;
Gulab grabbed hold of the injured girl, and along with her crewmate and the
medic, rushed her into the street, and over a wall that had been blasted open
five times by the 37mm, and that had ultimately collapsed onto itself. They
crossed the lawn and dashed under the leaning, damaged threshold of the house,
hiding Kalim in the ruin. Gulab ran back out.


As she
stepped onto the lawn again, Gulab felt a spray of flying glass cut her cheek.


Ahead of
her, an armor-piercing round smashed the front of the truck and punched through
the back in a single swift, brutal movement. Such was the force of the attack
that it caused all of the truck's bulletproof glass to splinter suddenly and go
flying. Gulab raised her arms seconds too late, and withstood the makeshift
fragmentation attack with a few cuts, and peered over her own arms at the
wreck. Hanging by a single bolt, the door to the truck slipped open, and the
disoriented driver fell out onto the street, bloody in the head.


Chadgura
and Dabo grabbed hold of her and pulled her over the wall and into the
lawn.


"It's
closing in! A hundred meters--" Chadgura began to shout--


Then the
opposing garden wall buckled instantly under pressure from a shell. Chunks of
brick went flying, striking men and women nearby with a force more vicious than
a thrown stone, and a hunk of deformed metal embedded itself at Chadgura's
feet. She did not spring away from it; she would not have had the time. And she
did not have the reflex.


Instead she
looked down, appraising the shell.


She let go
of the driver, and clapped her hands together.


Jandi ran
in from the street, her BKV shouldered, and grabbed hold of the driver.


Chadgura
simply stared out into the street, clapping.


While Dabo
and Jandi pulled the barely conscious driver closer to the wall, and out
of sight of the street, and the tank, Gulab rushed down from the steps to the
ruined house, and she grabbed hold of Chadgura and brought her closer to the
wall as well. She pulled Chadgura to the ground, and she did so with great
timing -- in the next instant a solid shell punched through the wall and zipped
over their shoulders, and over the heads of several soldiers.


At their
backs, the walls concealing them were slowly collapsing under the tank's
attacks.


"We
don't have a lot of brick left!" Gulab shouted.


She looked
over her shoulder at the assembled forces for some kind of initiative.


She found
none.


Everyone
was busy tending to wounded comrades or to themselves or hiding.


"Anybody?"


At her
side, Chadgura tugged on her arm.


Gulab
turned back to her, on the floor, and stared.


"I'm
better now." Chadgura said plainly.


"You
weren't before?" Gulab said, surprised.


"I was
not."


Gulab
patted her on the head.


"Well,
I'm glad one of us is doing well."


Chadgura
stared up at Gulab for a moment.


She leaned
up, and quickly, like a lunging viper, gave Gulab a peck on the cheek.


"Huh?"


Gulab
looked down at her, both of them on the ground with their backs to the troops.


"I
wanted it to be romantic, because we're in a stressful situation, but I was
nervous and I missed, so, it was merely friendly." Chadgura said, in an
uncharacteristically quick voice.


Gulab found
it a little hard to process. Her cheek felt incredibly hot.


"Excuse
me?" She replied.


Directly
over their heads the brickwork exploded into the lawn.


Finger-sized
chunks of pulverized brick spilled over them, and they covered their heads.


On the
other end of the lawn, a solid steel penetrator tumbled down a mound of debris.


It struck
the pile of collapsed masonry with such force it raised a thick dust cloud.


Gulab,
rubbing her cheek, stared at Chadgura, and then back at the dusty pile of
debris.


"Smoke.
We can use the signal smoke!"


She laid
hands on Chadgura's belt, pulling free one of the colored smoke signal
grenades.


"Wait,
Gulab!"


Moving
faster than she was thinking, Gulab took off from the ground, pulled Jandi's
BKV free of its owner in a very unkind fashion that left her comrade on the
floor, and ran right out of the lawn within which they had all been hiding,
making for the back of the truck. She crouched behind it, grenade in one hand, and
the heavy, unwieldy BKV held by its midsection in the other. Ahead of her, the
tank was maybe a hundred meters out.


She took a
deep breath and readied to run, when she felt someone bump into her.


At her
back, Chadgura appeared with an oddly meek expression on her face -- that is to
say, meek,
relatively speaking, and expression,
also applied very liberally. Chadgura generally lacked in both departments, but
Gulab thought she could read her face as clearly as the primary school
textbooks her grandfather mentored her in. She was unarmed, save for a signal
smoke grenade, and she had a hand on Gulab's back, as if stacked in support.


"I'll
throw first." She said. "We can move on my mark, unless--"


"You're
the boss! We move on your mark." Gulab replied, trying to dispel the
tension.


She smiled,
and Chadgura nodded her head.


Glancing
behind herself, Chadgura signaled a group of people assembled at the fence
gate.


From around
those columns, several riflemen opened fire on the tank.


In
response, the tank opened fire.


One
armor-piercing shot slashed the column down its midsection and caused it to
topple over instantly. There were screams and groans of surprise, and the
riflemen retreated.


"Now!"


Chadgura
patted Gulab on the back and stepped around her and out of cover.


She pulled
the pin and threw her instantly-smoking can grenade into the air.


Purple-blue
smoke trailed the grenade as it sailed over the empty road and landed between
the truck and the tank. Within seconds, a cloud began to form and rise that was
growing to obscure the road almost completely. From inside the cloud, there was
an audible and incessant trundling, and then, from closer still than before, a
flash.


An
armor-piercing shell smashed through the front of the truck and out the back.


It struck
the 37mm gun's mount and toppled over the weapon.


But Gulab
was already running and would not become so easy a target.


She charged
past Chadgura, patted her in the back, and threw her grenade.


Landing
behind the purple-blue smokescreen, the grenade started spreading green gas.


Gulab
shifted the BKV's weight, got a proper handle on it, and ran into the cloud.


Her eyes
teared up and she thought she felt her lungs shrivel.


Inside the
cloud the signal smoke was an overwhelming, disgustingly false scent, like
synthetic paint or diesel fuel, that seemed to force
its way into her lungs. Holding her breath, struggling to see through tears and
a cold burning sensation and the thick darkness of the smoke, Gulab ran along
the side of the street, disoriented.


Again she
saw a gun flash.


This time
it was close, and it was not ahead of her. It flashed at an angle from her.


She heard
the trundling, closer than ever. She felt the ground shaking.


Gulab
raised her BKV, and from a tenuous standing position, opened fire.


Holding
down the trigger she released five Armor-Piercing Incendiary rounds into the
air.


In front of
her there was a new flash, smaller than before.


It was a
spark, lighting up.


Several
more sparks followed.


Abruptly
the trundling tracks stopped making noise.


Within ten
meters, she saw a bright fire start to dance as if in mid-air.


It cast a
shadow inside the smoke, a shadow of a tank with its engine ablaze.


Feeling her
breath leaving her, and her head spinning, Gulab retreated.


She dropped
her BKV, turned, and ran back out of the cloud of signal smoke.


Overhead,
the embattled sky soon cast its light on her anew, and once out of the cloud,
Gulab made a sound like an animal as she struggled to cough up gas and breathe
in rejuvenating air. She leaned forward, supporting her upper body with hands
on knees, and gasping and heaving for air. Tears streamed down her cheek, her
eyes burning.


Through
eyelids rapidly spreading and shutting, she detected a shadow over her.


Chadgura
approached, and crouched down to her own knees, staring at her blankly.


She looked
like she wanted to say something, but no words escaped her lips.


She merely
sat there and blinked, her brown skin and pale hair darkened with soot and
debris, her face glistening with sweat, smelling like the inside of an ammo
crate.


Gulab
looked up at her, struggling to hold in a breath.


Without
warning she seized Chadgura by the collar of her shirt and pulled her closer.


Her
smoke-stained lips took Chadgura's own and took in the taste of sweat and dust.


She could have
held her there forever, devoured her; a violent cough forced them apart.


Gulab
gasped for air, and held on to her own throat for a brief moment.


Chadgura
hovered in front of her, their lips a finger's width apart.


"That's
how you do it!" Gulab struggled to say between breaths. "Kiss like a
hero!"


Chadgura
blinked, her mouth hanging slightly open.


Her lips
finally articulated something resembling a word.


She would
not get to say it, not yet.


In the
distance, the braided-haired mountain girl and her emotionless lover both heard
the sounds of crashing, of sliding and skidding, of landing gear and propellers
and wood snapping and hydraulics cranking. They saw them, in the sky, briefly
but with an ominous presence. Gliders were falling, parachutes spreading, and
the sky slowly clearing.


"More
of them?" Gulab cried out.


Chadgura
was still silent. She merely nodded her head.


"Shit.
I wanted to kiss more."


Gulab
nervously played with her long honey-brown braid and laughed out loud, a little
bitterly, the gross but delectable taste
of Chadgura's mouth still on the tip of her tongue.


At the time
she did not know, could not have known, that while they silently consummated
their long-held, barely-hidden feelings, the first major battle between elves
and ayvartans in over a hundred years was about to be joined in earnest.


Rangda was
about to see its first tank war, and it would somehow come from the sky.


 


City of Rangda -- 8th
Division Barracks, Regimental HQ


 


At first there had been a sense of despair surrounding
the capture of Shayma El-Amin by the scarcely-known elven enemies dropping from
the sky. The 3rd Battalion was their most powerful combat unit, comprising
almost two thirds of their armor strength and heavy combat power. But within
moments after receiving and spreading the news, Madiha Nakar dispelled the
encroaching fear with a resounding proclamation of her own.


"I
will lead the rescue operation. Prepare the Rakshasa for me."


There was a
sense of stunned admiration that followed the Colonel's orders as they traveled
quickly down the chain of command. After all, she had issued them from a
wheelchair, while still receiving periodic medical attention to recover from
the torture she suffered at the hands of the vile leaders of the traitor city.
Soon everyone would realize that Madiha was deadly serious. She stood from her
wheelchair and walked, painstakingly, without even her cane, rebuffing the
support offered by her secretary, Parinita Maharani.


"Madiha,
please, you'll make it--"


Madiha
raised a finger to her own lips, and then to Parinita's.


Parinita
sighed and huffed. "You're so stubborn!"


But she
knew Madiha well enough it seemed, to know to drop the subject.


Walking was
difficult, and painful. But the gunshots were healing fast, thanks to Madiha's
innate blessings, and the frayed feeling in her nerves from the drugs was also
dissipating.


Every
exertion hurt, but the adrenaline rush and tension of the coming fight kept her
up.


Making
their way down to the depots, everyone assembled in the tanker's staging area
as the engineers brought out the large and impressive Rakshasa Command Tank,
newly-painted in the standard green, with a unit number, 34,
in white sprayed paint on its side. While they worked on it, the commander and
her staff were ushered inside a cleaned-up depot nearby for supplies. There
were guns, clothes, and rations for all tankers.


Tanker suits
were quickly issued. It was the first time Madiha had seen one up close.


In the
privacy of a makeshift changing room, she shed her uniform, and donned the
suit.


It was
nearly skin-tight on Madiha's slender, muscular form, and a touch awkward.
There were pads on the chest, waist and joints that helped smooth out her form
a little, but she still felt a little exposed. Over the suit, she wore a sleeveless
jacket with all of her insignia, which did a little to make her feel
decent. She straightened out her shoulder-length, slightly messy black
hair and donned a radio headset over it, completing the tanker attire.


Stepping
outside the changing room, she found Parinita waiting for her dressed in
a similar garb. But her secretary's slightly plumper and curvier form
seemed starkly better suited to the design. Her wavy, strawberry hair was tied
in a ponytail. She smiled and waved coquettishly upon sighting Madiha, very
visibly examining her from head to toe.


"You
look so dashing in that! I rescind my protests -- you should command more
often!"


Madiha
shook her head and sighed. "Who designed this? I don't understand
it."


Parinita
twiddled her index fingers and turned beet red.


"Well--"


"Parinita--"


"Kimani
asked me to come up with a spec for a separate tanker uniform that wouldn't get
caught on the instruments and I drew her a spec! It was just a neat little
spec, you know! I'd read all about this new plastic technology that the M.A.W
group developed and--"


Madiha
averted her eyes, turning red in the face herself.


"You
two look quite fetching in those!"


Minardo
flounced into the room, conspicuously dressed in a very ordinary uniform.


"You're
not coming with us?" Madiha asked.


"Of
course not." Minardo pointed subtly at her own belly.


"Oh.
Do you not fit in the tank?" Madiha asked.


Parinita
elbowed Madiha in her visibly lean stomach.


Minardo
stared at the two of them critically.


"Honestly
do the two of you still don't understand? Spirits defend. I guess it is true
that mothers really are alone in the world. If you weren't so charming
otherwise, I'd hate you."


Madiha and
Parinita shrank away from her.


She
shrugged, and picked up a headset from the table and donned the piece.


"I'll
provide support from here." Minardo said.


She sat
down behind a mess table upon which a radio unit had been laid.


Plugging
herself in, she leaned back on her chair, crossing her arms.


"So,
how's the plan lookin' at this hour, fearless leader?" Minardo asked.


Madiha did
not have to think about her response too much.


"At
this point the conditions for a victory, as in retaking the city completely,
are slim. We can be sure that this airborne invasion is being supported by a
naval thrust -- that is the elven art of war. And we cannot hold off such an
attack. However, the conditions for an escape are very possible. We just have
to link our units back together." Madiha said.


"An
escape, huh? I can't say I'm opposed. I'm sick to death of this city."
Minardo said.


"It's
so scenic, on the one hand. But then there's the treason and invasion."
Parinita said.


Madiha
chuckled a little. It was a healing bit of laughter. She had desperately needed
it.


"Presently
I am out of love with Rangda as well. But that's neither here nor there."


Madiha
wandered over to a table nearby where grenades and pistols and flare guns were
laid out for tankers and tank commanders to equip themselves. She examined the
items before affixing a few to the pouches and belt over her suit. There were
also boxes of dry chickpeas, water canteens, and hardtack, as emergency tanker
rations. She took some.


"Parinita,
you should take some food as well."


There was
no immediate response. Madiha turned over her shoulder to the mess table.


She found
Minardo and Parinita both huddled around the radio all of a sudden.


Parinita
waved Madiha closer.


The Colonel
ambled over to the table, as ginger on her own wounds as she could be while
still hurrying to her secretary's side. She plugged her headset into the radio.


Broadcasting
over every open frequency was a message, from the 8th Division.


"Attention
1st. Regiment of the Kansalite forces! This is the 8th Division's 2nd
Regiment's Lieutenant Yassir Karak! Rangda's Council has fallen! We have no
reason to oppose you! We offer assistance against the Elven aggressors in
return for clemency! Repeat--"


Madiha
unplugged her headset from the radio box. Her head filled with possibilities.


Parinita
and Minardo looked at her with wide, disbelieving eyes.


At this,
Madiha gave an uncharacteristic grin, satisfied with the plan brewing in her
mind.


"He
sounds like a punctual boy. We shall make use of him." Madiha said.


 




 


 














































62. The Rangda Tank War


 


52nd of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


 


Tambwe Dominance, City of Rangda –
Council


 


Outside the
Council Building the brutalized lawn, littered with spent cases, pitted by
artillery fire and clouded in the smoke from mortars and guns, suffered a final
indignity as an enormous gliding aircraft crashed onto its turf. Chunks of
manicured green topsoil went flying as the craft dug into the earth and
skidded to a stop just off the street.


Once it
settled, the craft's entire front section lifted, and from inside, a tank
growled to life. It trundled gingerly off the glider and onto the Rangdan
ground, and made its way toward the edge of Council street,
anticipating some kind of defensive action. All around the city, in places
near, far and disparate, several more gliders and their cargo would drop onto
Rangda, and the crews emerging from them began their singular, vague mission to
support the parachute troops. Tanks, tracked Universal Carriers, and scout
cars, all landed inside the bellies of a hundred or so of the thousand aircraft
cutting the skies over Rangda.


Most common
among these were the 50 or so Patriarch tanks dropped in stray groups across
the city, and the lone example now defending the occupied Council Building.


Owing to the
strict take-off weight limits of the elven gliders, the Patriarch was a light
tank weighing at just around 30 tons, boasting a compact form factor
of flat, boxy surfaces. Four large road wheels turned the track, without
need of a visible forward sprocket or a return roller. Mounted in front of
a gently curved turret with thin, flat, slightly angled sides, was the
ubiquitous 2-pounder anti-tank gun, along with a coaxial machine gun.


Von Drachen
had never seen its like before, but he found it inferior to even the obsolete
M5 Ranger of the Nochtish forces and as such he struck the thing from his mind.


All of this
information he pieced together from both the blathering of "Lady"
Arsenica but more importantly also from the radio reports frantically
coming in from betrayed 8th Division forces across the city. With the capitol
occupied, and several Council staff cooperating with the occupation, the
invading Elven enemy had unfettered access to all 8th Division communications.
The already hobbled Division was now fully and thoroughly compromised. It was
only the Elves' inability to cobble back together their distantly landed troops
that gave the 8th Division any kind of lease on life. They were done for.


As he watched
the tank land on the Council lawn, Von Drachen realized that the 8th Division
was not the only force that was done for. There would be another casualty.


"Attention
Elven forces across the target city of Rangda!"


Using the
Ayvartan emergency voice-projection system, headquartered in the Council
building, Knight Lady Arsenica hailed everyone in the city, though she
specifically addressed only the Elves, as if she had a choice of whom to speak
to. She gesticulated with sweeping motions and wore a haughty, manic grin on
her face, luxuriating in her moment. Von Drachen watched her from across the
communications center with a quizzical look.


"This is
Paladin Arsenica Livia Varus, fourth in line to the throne of the Kingdom of
Lubon!" This particular line she delivered with an almost orgasmic zeal.
"I have captured the Ayvartan's command center, and am placing myself in
overall command of royal army ground operations, by virtue of my rank, noble
blood and access to communications equipment! My orders to you are as follows.
All Elven units are to regroup, forming battle groups around our armored
vehicles, and then move westward, toward the port of Rangda, to capture its
naval defenses and docking apparatus for the use of the Royal Navy!"


She then left
the emergency communications system and sat down on a metal chair near a desk
with a heavy-duty telephone terminus and radio system, which she could
attempt to use contact those elves who had personal radios or who had stolen
8th Division radio. Von Drachen was mildly aware of such things happening. He
had been listening attentively to unencrypted 8th Division communications for a
while, as a personal project that he had convinced Paladin Varus was actually
her own project and done for her own good.


"Drachen,
I require your cooperation in contacting specific units with
instructions."


Von Drachen (though he would not labor
this point again) nodded his head.


He sat down beside
her, and donned a headset to assist her in radio operation.


She was not
quick to broadcast any instructions. Instead, she looked at him for a moment.


"You seem
a shrewd man, Drachen." She said. "Your eyes betray hidden
depths."


Von Drachen
smiled. "I am but a humble person who tries his best; mediocre of
late."


"Well, if
you say so." She frowned slightly. "This situation has been twisting
and turning in inscrutable ways for the past few days, I take it. What do you
think of everything?"


"You are
doing everything you can to lose this battle, and it is admirable in an odd
way."


Arsenica
grumbled. That was clearly not the answer she wanted. That this little dictator
did not have him shot for such things spoke to the level at which she was drawn
to him. Perhaps she was coming to believe he was more than he professed to be
(on both occasions he professed to be something) or perhaps independently of
such obvious high-minded analysis she had found him and his situation
interesting. Nonethless, she was tolerating him like she tolerated nobody else.
Von Drachen did not care; he treated her as he treated everybody. Few people in
Von Drachen's eyes deserved a ginger hand less than
Arsenica.


"I'm not
a fool Drachen. I know that this mission is incredibly risky; and that by
themselves the airborne troops of the kingdom, quality as they are, may not be
able to take this city outright. But the Kingdom of Lubon fights with the
ancient Elven art of war. We may lose battles but we will win wars. Boldness
and gallantry inevitably pay off."


Von Drachen
made no outward expression in response. He found her answer typical of the
prideful Elven noble-warrior who achieved combat command through birthright.


"You can
lose battles to win wars; if your logistics are much better, or if you have
strong reinforcements waiting to re-engage quickly,or
if an enemy's strength could collapse from attrition, and so on. Yes,
there are many scenarios where a certain loss is still the right course of
action in an overall strategy, but you cannot do so here. Even if you met all
of the other conditions, your strategy has a fundamental flaw. You see, there
will be no battle."


Arsenica
raised her eyebrows, surprised but quickly skeptical. "What makes you say
that?"


Von Drachen
crossed his arms and fixed Arsenica with a suddenly serious look.


"You
think because you have broken the enemy's defenses and fomented disorganization
in their ranks, that they will see it as a natural
disadvantage and wish it seized from you. But Madiha Nakar will not
respond to this situation by reforming her battle line for you to engage
in classical pitched combat. You are probably hoping she attempts to restore
her defense and regroup her forces, wasting time while you fight your
losing battle against her, and therefore tying her up until your Navy wins your
war. Ultimately, you are wrong."


He raised his
hands and made a cutting motion with one just in front of Arsenica.


"She will
not duel you. She'll behead you and then walk past the twitching
corpse."


Arsenica
seemed taken aback, disgusted by the imagery. She embraced herself and
shuddered as if the thought of her own headless body had intruded in her
psyche.


"How
could you know? What makes you speak so boldly and certainly?" She
snapped.


Von Drachen
grinned viciously. "Because it's what I would do."


Granted, Von
Drachen was planning to do something very different at that moment.


But it wasn't
the same situation and though Madiha was almost as good as he was at this
little game they called war, she was her own animal, and he could truly only
speculate.


Still,
Arsenica needed to know none of that.


"I
believe I ordered you to take on a task, Von Drachen!" Arsenica cried out.


Nodding
amicably, Von Drachen returned his attention to the radios.


"Actually,
wait!"


Arsenica
lashed out and seized the headset from Von Drachen, placing it on her own head.


"You and
your unit will go reinforce our defense outside. I'll take care of this
personally."


She gave Von
Drachen a vulnerable, uncomfortable look. He returned a vicious grin.


"I longed
for such an assignment, my liege."


Von Drachen
gave a mock bow. Arsenica seemed to feel a jolt down her body. She shook.


Before she had
a chance to reconsider, if she was considering such a thing, Von Drachen stood
from the chair and ambled out the door in good humor. He truly had wished to be
assigned the role of cannon fodder for the Elves. He knew, if he made himself
both useful and pestilent enough that they would think they
were consigning him to death.


In reality,
there was no bigger coffin than any Council building Arsenica hid herself in.


 


City of Rangda -- Ocean Road


 


"Oh,
hey, you're whistling."


"Hmm? Oh.
I do that sometimes."


"I've
never heard you before!"


"The tank
is too noisy for it."


"It
sounds very pretty."


"Huh.
Thanks."


Caelia Suessen
climbed back up to her seat in the turret of Harmony, the
Kobold tank she shared with her co-driver, Danielle Santos. Below her, Danielle
looked worse for wear. Her curly hair was even more disordered than usual, and
her dark eyes and honey-brown cheeks were freshly strewn with tears. She was
shaking a little still. Her grip on the tank's sticks was unsteady. Caelia
herself was doing no better. She decided to pick up her shoulder-length hair
into a short ponytail. Her face was slick with sweat and tears.


Though they
were together again, and that was comforting, they were alone, stranded in the
middle of Rangda's main corridors with the enemy having fallen all around them.


Caelia stepped
up on her seat and pushed open the top hatch. She thought seeing the skies beginning
to clear would give her hope, but instead the sight and the lack of sights made
her grow anxious. Overhead the once thick formations of planes had whittled
down. She could see scattered parachutes and a few gliders dropping in the
distance, and the flak and smoke was thick and real as it ever was, flashing
relentlessly beneath the afternoon sun. But the enemy was either largely
dispersed or largely situated; and judging by what she had seen, the enemy was
likely all on the ground now, and worse, hidden all around them.


She climbed
back down into the turret, closed the hatch, and looked down at her partner.


"How's
the radio?"


"Broke."


Caelia leaned
down and found Danielle tinkering with the innards of their tank radio, moving
around wires, unscrewing vacuum tubes, picking out replacement parts from a
metal box near her feet, holding a tool in her mouth. She seemed like she had
been at this for a little while now and Caelia felt despondency creep up on
her. She had assumed the radio was fine and that Danielle would be listening to
it all this time for orders.


Without the
radio they were well and truly stranded in enemy territory.


"How did
it break?" Caelia asked.


Danielle bowed
her head and seemed suddenly downcast.


"I'm
sorry."


Caelia blinked
and felt a sense of alarm herself at her partner's emotional turn.


"Hey,
it's fine--"


"I
probably broke it when I charged the tank through the fuselage. I'm an
idiot."


Danielle
started to sob.


Caelia dropped
from her chair onto the lip of the turret ring and leaned down even further,
nearly falling from her position entirely. She seized Danielle by the
shoulders, and pressed her head against Danielle's fluffy, curly, messy head of
hair, and held her tight and close.


"Calm
down. It's not your fault."


"Thank
you. But I don't know that I can fix it with the parts here."


"I think
there was a man outside with a radio."


Soon as she
heard this, Danielle thrust her head up.


"You're
right!"


Without
another word, she gently extricated herself from Caelia's grip, and leaped out
the front hatch of the tank. Caelia spotted her running through the street and
peering through the ruined buildings and over the mounds of concrete and brick
and other battlefield remnants. Finally she seemed to find what she was looking
for, and Danielle leaped up onto a small hill that was once a standing
structure. She tugged on something, until she pulled free of the rubble a box,
which she brought running back into the tank.


"Caelia,
keep watch!" Danielle said. She had a smile on her face. Her tears had
dried.


Smiling,
Caelia returned to the commander's seat.


She heard
Danielle feverishly working below, taking a screwdriver to the radio box and
popping it open, picking through the contents, taking out wires and vacuum
tubes and mechanical filters. Caelia did not know what she was doing, but she
knew the results soon enough. Once Danielle closed Harmony's radio box, and
threw out the hatch the remains of the Elven radio she had gutted, and turned a
few knobs, Caelia heard static in her ears.


"It's
working, or at least, its picking up something."
Caelia said over the intercom.


"Yes, it
is! I'm going through the frequencies now to see if we can pick up--"


Caelia heard
the emergency public radio announcement repeating in her ear.


"We've
got audio!" Danielle celebrated. "I'm switching to operational
frequencies now."


She pumped her
fist up with the delight.


As she did,
the tank shook, and Danielle crashed into the radio.


"Nevermind
that! Get back to the sticks!"


Through the
periscope, Caelia saw a long, thin metal piece vanish around a corner.


That had been
a gun barrel, and the shot had grazed the track guard on their tank.


"I'm back
on the sticks, sorry!"


Harmony
started to move, backing away from its previous open position, but it quickly
found itself backed into a corner. Most of the downed aircraft fuselage
previously blocking the way between Caelia and Danielle, was still whole and
still a formidable obstacle at Harmony's back. Only the tank-shaped wedge
smashed into its midsection allowed for free passage. And moving through that
was asking to be shot without escape.


"The best
defense is a good offense, right?" Danielle shouted.


Instead of
backing away to defend herself, Danielle had backed away to gain momentum.
Caelia knew this to be true when Danielle thrust forward, and the Kobold
quickly began to accelerate toward the corner where they had spotted
the enemy tank. Caelia had not given her this order but she trusted Danielle
and knew what she had to do in response.


She loaded an
armor-piercing shell and laid her hand on the turret's traverse drive.


As they
approached the corner with increasing speed the enemy tank reappeared.


Caelia had
feared the worst, but the tank was not a stolen Hobgoblin or a Nochtish model,
but a small tank like their own, and with visible rivets and many flat plates
that made sumptuous targets. It peeked around the corner, turning its gun as
much as it could to track them without exposing more of its own mass to
Harmony's own weaponry.


There was a
flash from the enemy tank as its gun fired on them.


Caelia hung
tight as Danielle swung the tank away at the last second.


Through the
noise, Caelia imagined the sound of the sticks and gears protesting as Danielle
maneuvered the tank into a clumsy, grinding slide across the mutilated gravel.


Harmony swung
outside the tank's immediate firing arc, forcing it to turn.


Sliding around
the outside of the corner, Danielle exposed the enemy flank.


"Firing
Armor-Piercing, High Explosive!"


Caelia
exploited the opportunity, and as Harmony made it around the side of the enemy
tank, she opened fire on the neck, just between the turret and the hull, where
the cheek armor would be weakest at the seam. Her shell penetrated the thin
armor and detonated inside. As the force of the explosion traveled through the
tank its hatches burst open, and smoke billowed from the unsettled seam
between the hull and the turret.


There was a
fire that seemed to leap up from the grate atop the back of the tank.


"How much
ammunition do we have left?" Danielle asked.


Ripping
herself from the periscope, her hands shaking, her heart racing for every
second she was not staring directly at the battlefield ahead, Caelia looked
back at her ready rack and found a paltry four rounds of armor piercing and two
of high explosive ammunition.


"Not
enough!" She called back.


"Well,
then we better think of something quick!"


Danielle had
already seen it, and Caelia knew this from the trembling of her speech.


Once she
returned to the periscope and gun sight, Caelia spotted it too.


"Danielle, stop
and turn into the nearest alley!"


Ahead of them,
as Harmony surged forward past the destroyed enemy tank, two additional
examples of the same type began to move in obliviously from either side of an
intersecting road just ahead. They might have heard the shooting from
inside their tanks, or they might have not; but they should have been
communicating via radio, and they should have been aware that an enemy tank had
destroyed their own. But they were not alert.


Harmony
quickly turned off the road and hid itself between two ruined buildings.


Caelia
breathed a sigh of relief. They were away from enemy fire. For now.


They sat for a
minute, listening in to the various radio frequencies, hoping to find a message
from the headquarters among the set aside operational frequencies.


In each one
they found nothing but vague noise or total silence.


"Do you
think the headquarters could have fallen?" Danielle asked.


"I don't
know. I should hope not." Caelia replied.


Danielle
turned the dials and knobs on the radio set, switching frequencies.


A few minutes
passed in relative silence.


Then Danielle
seemed to linger on a channel broadcasting some subtle noise.


"Caelia,
listen to this. It has sort of a beat to it, don't you think?"


"Let's
see."


Caelia closed
her eyes and laid back and concentrated on the noise.


She could hear
an indistinct thumping every once in a while.


Listening long
enough revealed a rhythm beneath the scratching and tearing noise.


"It's got
a pattern to it. It repeats every little while." Caelia said.


"It's got
to be code!" Danielle replied.


She produced a
piece of paper and began to record the beats in morse.


Beneath each
recorded symbol she wrote it out in letters. Caelia watched, surprised. She did
not know that Danielle could do this, and she felt a strange bit of pride in
her partner.


"Here's
what I think it means," Danielle finally said, "Headquarters is
intact, a friendly attack on Ocean is imminent from HQ, stray units must
regroup, hold position for relief."


Danielle
looked up at Caelia, who smiled at her for her accomplishment but then heaved a
quick sigh in response to the actual information. She felt marked relief at the
prospect of rescue, but the idea of regrouping in this situation was daunting.
They were alone, low on ammunition, and none of the tankers seemed to be
broadcasting for fear of triangulation.


"I wonder
how many of our tankers here just fled during the airborne invasion." She
said.


That was
another distinct possibility. They stuck with Harmony, because they were
trapped on the periphery of events. How many tanks had been abandoned or
captured? The Hobgoblin, Caelia had been given to understand, was a very
advanced tank. Surely the enemy would try to employ any captured examples they
could get to bolster their position.


It was all a
mess, and it would be difficult to escape it.


Caelia shook
her head and looked back down.


Danielle did
not look so discouraged.


"There
may be some congregating outside of Ocean Road. Let's think of where."


From a compartment
in the wall below Caelia, Danielle broke out a map of Rangda and a booklet
of artillery coordinates and codes, of ammunition dumps, and other operational
data, and she started listing landmarks that could be useful to them, and what
things might be found near them. They found their own position once they
realized the building next to them was an old health center; Caelia
stepped briefly out of the tank and found the caduceus sign lying around in the
rubble on the street. After that, they traced routes to an old postal
center in the south, and a msanii open market in
the west, and a school, north.


"I think
the school is our best bet. But it's also the farthest one." Danielle
said.


"We need
more information. Hmm. I wonder."


Caelia crossed
her arms and laid back in her seat. She started thinking that maybe the
channels they previously thought were noise, could also be morse
code signals.


She flew this
idea by her companion.


"Well.
You can generate radio noise by just turning your engine on and jamming the
radio set under the tank." Danielle said. "You can bang the
handset to produce the thumping while picking up the noise. HQ was doing a much
more sophisticated version of this. But we could do it if we wanted to. So it's
certainly possible others did." Danielle responded.


"Ok.
Listen to the radio and see if there's anyone out there we can talk to for
directions."


"Roger!"


Caelia sat
back in her seat as Danielle leaned over to the radio, and began to tinker with
the frequency again. With Harmony's engine cut, she could hear her own labored
breathing again. She resisted the urge to whistle now that she knew that
Danielle knew and would listen for it. It was not out of antagonism; just a
shameful sense of nakedness. That tune was something that came out of her,
spontaneous, without curation.


She felt that
she wanted Danielle to hear something that was for her, not just random.


She felt she
had perhaps been thoughtless enough toward Danielle as it was.


She felt a
combination of those things, of a lingering anxiety, and of nothing at all.


Her head felt
heavy and confused. Her hands were shaking on her instruments.


It was all the
stress. It had been a death-defying day. Nothing could make sense here.


There were
cycles of noise and then, unbidden, a voice sounded in her head.


"--Repeat,
the mouse has got the cheese, but the cats are on the prowl."


"It's
actual voice audio." Danielle said in surprise.


Caelia
blinked. "Danielle, keep it on there." She broadcast over that
frequency to contact the person speaking in code on the other end.
"Friendly mouse here, willing to hunt cats."


There was
silence on the line for a moment. Then the voice sounded again. It was a
woman's voice, a little deep, clearly a little labored, and her Ayvartan was
accented.


"Head
toward grid 18-40. Be prepared for a fight. I will spot for you."


"What's
the situation?" Caelia asked.


"Two cats
on the lookout, but unaware." said the voice.


"What is
your mission?"


"To
deliver some cheese to fellow mice."


She was still
speaking in code and likely would continue to do so until they met in person.
Caelia almost wanted to ask her to dispense with the operational security and
speak plainly to her, but that would've probably been seen as suspicious, so
she played along.


"Understood."


She switched
off the radio's broadcasting mode and returned to intercomm with Danielle.


"Did you
hear all of that?" She asked.


"Yes, I
did."


She held up
the map where Caelia could see, pointing at the grid point 18-40.


"It's the
postal center. We'll have to double back."


Having heard
the voice, and with a sense of direction, Caelia felt confident again.


"Do it.
Go whatever route you deem best. I trust you."


Danielle
nodded, and returned to the sticks.


Harmony's
engine growled, and the tank was soon back on the street.


"Leave it
to me." She said.


 


City of Rangda
-- Umaru-Shapur North


 


Amid the
chaos of war-torn Rangda came a regal procession of vehicles that seemed as if
on a parade march rather than a warpath. Bravely emblazoned with the insignia
of some royal elven unit (the "7th Cheshire Highlanders," though rank
and file Ayvartan soldiers would not know this), the vehicles and men marched
through the torn-up Rangdan pavement and into a stretch of open, undeveloped
lots that were grassy and overgrown. All around the little urban prairie there
were buildings, some standing but abandoned, others ruined and ghostly,
encircling the procession. Despite this the elves
marched onward.


There were
three varieties of vehicle among them. Leading the charge, clearly driving very
slowly for the benefit of the rest of the column, were two small open-topped
cars. Behind them was a disparate group of infantry, some clearly parachutists,
dressed and armed more heavily, and others light infantry in blue uniform, the
glider-borne troops. Then there were tanks, three or four of them, clustered
together, boasting a compact hull carried by a track set on four big road
wheels and bearing a simple turret with a small gun. There were tracked,
open-topped vehicles that looked like boxy tractors. In between each set of
vehicles was another group of mixed infantry. Altogether there were maybe fifty
or sixty men and ten or twelve vehicles. This equaled a small company, in pure
firepower.


All of them
traveled at a slow pace, carefully watching for contacts. It was an infantry
combat march. These were not opponents with anywhere specific they wanted to
go. They were hunting for a fight, any kind of a fight. Trying to flush out an
enemy to engage.


As they made
their way toward Council and Ocean Road, they were being watched.


Crouched
behind the blown-out window of a distant house, Adesh Gurunath spied on them
with his binoculars. Over his shoulder was the barrel of the Chimera's 76mm
gun, set to one side of the window and standing a meter back from it,
taking cover in the gloom cast by the remnants of the roof.
He was not alone; his comrades were all in the tank. Not only
that but adjacent buildings and the spaces between housed a few more
allied guns.


All of them
had seen dust rising in the distance, and their column left the various side
roads they had been traveling and took cover in the buildings. Had they
charged out into the open themselves they would have met the enemy column and
been overwhelmed.


Hiding in the
ruins, they had their opponent flanked, enfiladed. Six or seven Chimeras (for
the column had been moving at such pace and dispersion Adesh could not be sure
of who was with them but their most immediate neighbors). Against twice as many
vehicles, and a large contingent of infantry, enough to make up several
vehicles more in firepower.


Adesh sighed
deeply. He heard footsteps around him, as the spotters for the other tanks got
up and made their way back into their vehicles. He picked up his binoculars and
ran back as well, climbing onto the side of the Chimera and into the fighting
compartment. Sergeant Rahani seemed fresh off a radio conference, presumably
with the commanders of nearby vehicles. Eshe was asleep, seated up against
the rear wall. Kufu was with them, for once, sitting atop the back wall and
smoking. Nnenia was idly counting the shells.


"How's it
look out there, Adesh?" Rahani asked. His tone of voice was as gentle
as always.


Though he did
not feel that he deserved the kindness, after the grave mistakes he had
committed today, Adesh nonetheless tried to swallow his anxieties. He delivered
his report very quickly, commenting tersely on the enemy composition and speed.
They were moving leisurely and would be out of sight within a few minutes if
nothing was done.


"Among
the commanders the prevailing sentiment is to let them go and attack them from
behind when they engage another unit." Rahani said, crossing his arms.


"That
will just get more of our comrades killed!" Adesh protested.


"Adesh,
you are right, but we're in danger too. If it was only the tanks, all of us
would attack without hesitation. But the fast cars and the infantry carriers
are worrisome. If they cross into our minimum range we'll be overwhelmed. You
must understand." Rahani said.


Adesh looked
at Rahani, feeling tears of anxiety and passion welling up in his eyes.


"Adesh?"
Nnenia asked, looking worried. For now, he ignored her.


Shaking his
head to clear the fog, Adesh replied. "We can use the delay fuses
alongside the incendiaries to set the cars and the men on fire. We can
fire just over the tops of the cars and the backs of the tanks. Everyone lights
up. That would get them all in one blast."


Rahani sighed.
"Such a thing requires complicated mathematics and
coordination--"


"I can do
it." Adesh said. "I can do all the calculations. For everyone. Right
now."


He had been
ignoring it all the while he spoke, but even as they stood within the fighting
compartment of the tank, in his mind Adesh could see the ghostly images of the
convoy moving across the open. He knew their exact speed, their direction,
their position under the sun, their elevation. He knew that if he turned his
gaze over his own shoulder he would see them all there, his mind's eye would
match his real ones perfectly. Adesh could predict precisely where they would
be from having seen their direction just once.


And like a
dozen photo-cameras shooting at different angles, Adesh could in his mind also
see from different vantages, from different positions all along the flank. He
could calculate the distance and the shot trajectories and everything else
necessary from every vantage he had even the most fleeting access to. It was a
terrifying potential; he hardly wanted to pick apart why he
could do this. It felt unreal. But it was in his head, a series of intrusive
thoughts where the convoy would move and be shot and be destroyed.


All of it
played out in his head like a film, and begrudgingly, he trusted it.


"Adesh, I
understand that you want to fight, but please be reasonable." Rahani said.
"There is more to this than killing the enemy. That's not always winning.
Please--"


Staring at his
gentle and kind commander in the eyes, Adesh wept and sobbed.


"Sergeant,
it isn't about being angry, and it isn't about wanting revenge. I don't like
that I feel those things and I can assure you I'm not feeling them now! It's
about wanting our people to stop being killed!" Adesh said, his voice
broken up, pathetic. He thought about people like Miss Kajari, out there in the
ruins. Those were the kinds of people whom these tanks could roll over. Good
people caught unawares by treachery, given no chance to fight.


"Please
trust me. Let me do this. I'll take responsibility if I fail. In this life or
the next."


Rahani seemed
both moved by the boy's words, but also mildly exasperated with him.


"You were
such a nice kid, now you're becoming a real handful!" He said.


Holding up his
radio, Rahani quickly convened the other unit commanders.


He then passed
the handset insistently to Adesh. On the other end of the line were various
gunners, incredulous, demanding to know how Adesh intended to coordinate their fire. Everyone hitting the same point in the line was easy,
but hitting a convoy thirty meters long across every hinge point with a dozen
guns in disparate angles while it was moving--


On the line,
one by one, each comrade was stupefied as Adesh rattled off numbers. To each
gunner he gave different instructions and each incredulous gunner passed the
radio to a commander who was then equally dumbfounded by both the density of
the math Adesh was doing on the fly, and by the fact that it sounded, on the
face of it, plausible. Angles and azimuth and coordinates and degrees and
seconds, timing data for the delay fuze, shot intervals down to the second, all synchronized
to one specific triggering event.


"I'll
fire a flare into the sky. When you see the flash, you all shoot." Adesh
said.


Somehow,
suddenly, the entire gun battery was united under common purpose again.


Even as they
spoke the convoy had continued moving but Adesh had accounted for that.


Beneath his
feet, Kufu subtly turned the Chimera and turned its gun to another window.


All of them
were aiming minutes ahead. Adesh had done his math to lead into the enemy.


That added
layer of complexity was all the more astonishing, but for him, it was nothing.


It was
nothing, and it was scary, and it made him feel uncomfortable with his own
body.


Whatever was
happening to his brain, at least this time, it was being useful.


As the enemy
column passed the designated point, Adesh sent Nnenia out to the window with
the flare. She counted down a few seconds, as he told her, and then stood and
shot.


In an instant
there was a bright flash over the line of occupied buildings.


Within seconds
of one another, all of the guns in the battery opened fire on the enemy.


Adesh pulled
up his binoculars and leaned around the side of the Chimera, watching.


Nnenia quickly
returned, and did the loading and shooting from there.


Dozens of shells
exploded in a span of seconds all across the enemy column. Incendiaries soared
seemingly over the heads of the clustered infantry and then detonated suddenly
in the air, casting great gushing tongues of molten and crackling stuff onto
soldiers that lit their blue uniforms and their belts and bags on fire.
Grenades went off spontaneously, cooked off by the explosions. Machine gun
belts burst and thrashed like firecrackers.


Over open
vehicles the shells had a similar effect, with each detonation setting fires
blazing inside the the personnel carriers and cars. Fuel lines and
ammunition loads caught fire and ignited, blowing the vehicles and their
occupants and anyone nearby into a horrific collection of pieces. Broken glass
and metal applique armor sailed into the air and cut the men around the smitten
vehicles to pieces. Tanks stalled suddenly as the carnage all around them
unfolded, and as the white smoke billowed all around them.


Tank turrets
began to turn to face the flank, but by then Adesh's second volley was ready.


Once more a
dozen shells went off across the column, lighting greater fires and fanning
huge plumes of smoke that spread across the center of the park. There were
direct hits on the tanks, and the shells lit up wooden crates stowed on the backs
of the tanks, and set fires that spread down the insulated grates and into the
engines. Several tanks stalled completely because of the sudden engine fires,
and others, unable to operate in the thick smoke, had their hatches thrown open
by the crew and were suddenly abandoned.


Just as Adesh
felt his victory secure, he heard a loud crashing sound and reeled back from
the side of the Chimera, avoiding chunks of rock. A shell had stricken the
window frame through which his own vehicle was shooting, and sent splintered
debris flying out.


Sporadic small
arms fire joined the erratic two-pounder attacks striking the Ayvartans.


From the
thickening smoke, there came running several sections of infantry.


Adesh's heart
skipped a beat. He withdrew his pistol and Rahani did the same.


Then through
his binoculars Adesh saw the charge begin to falter.


Survivors of
the attack stumbled out of the smoke, disoriented, many having lost their
rifles, many wounded by burns or shrapnel. Several men tried to charge at the
Ayvartan gun line and tripped over their own shoes, too unsteady on their feet
to fight. Stragglers skirted the edge of the smoke, and fired snap rifle shots
in front of them without aim. Every so often from inside the smoke cloud a
shell would sail out and crash into the stone around the Chimeras, but
inflicted no damage. Solid shot AP was unsuitable to the task.


"You've
done it Adesh!" Rahani said, as the Elven column crumbled. He picked up
his radio and signaled to the other vehicles. "Everyone fire freely now!
Clean up the remains!"


Ahead of them
the column was nearly annihilated, and with its cohesion broken, Adesh's third
volley was unnecessary. All of the vehicles, save a few tanks, had been
destroyed. What remained of the enemy's infantry was disoriented, spread out,
disorganized, and unable to move forward effectively. That mathematical
cohesion Adesh had achieved was thrown aside, and the Chimeras began to fire
haphazardly and without rhythm at anything that moved within the smoke or
outside it. It was fine by then. They had basically won.


Adesh breathed
for what seemed like the first time in hours. He collapsed against the wall.


Tears started
streaming down his face involuntarily. He was glad for the smoke covering the
carnage that had unfolded. He didn't want to see the people burning in there.


They had
to burn; they had to. But he didn't have to see
it. He could rest now.


"I think
after this, Lieutenant Purana will want to talk to you, Adesh." Rahani
said.


He laid a hand
gently on Adesh's shoulder, and the touch shook out another abrupt sob.


City of Rangda -- Ocean Road


 


"There
they are!"


Harmony parked
around the corner from the postal center. Stationed on the road straddling
the long front lawn of the building were two more of those Elven paradrop
tanks. Both were practically staring into space, and on one, the hatches were
open for air and the tank commander was standing out of his turret. Had the
other tank been less alert then it might have been possible to defeat both
enemies without seeing a retaliatory shot.


"How many
rounds do we have?" Danielle asked.


"Not
enough." Caelia replied.


Just marching
forward would get them hurt or even killed. They needed to draw the enemy's
attention away from the road to stand a chance. Caelia had an idea. She reached
for the belt-slung hip box on her bodysuit that held her radio equipment
and its controls, and adjusted the volume before calling the
"mouse" that they had committed to saving.


"Can you
make noise for us?" She asked.


"Are you
here?" the voice quickly replied.


"We're
around the corner, but the enemy is pointed right at us and we need--"


There was a
shuttering noise on the other end of the line.


Danielle cried
out. "Caelia, there was a shot!"


Caelia thrust
forward to look through her periscope and found the enemy in disarray.


Atop one of
the turrets the tank commander slumped forward, bleeding heavily.


On the lawn,
Caelia spotted a mechanic that had gotten out to look at the tracks just in
time for their head to burst like a fruit beneath a hammer, suffering some
unknown bullet.


At once, the
second tank began to turn its turret to face the postal center.


"Danielle,
ram the one with the hatches up, I'll shoot the other!"


"Roger!"


Harmony
barreled out of the corner and accelerated toward the tanks.


Danielle
seemed like she put her whole weight into the sticks.


In an instant
they closed the gap.


"Hold
on!" Danielle shouted.


Caelia braced
herself for the collision.


Before the
enemy tank could get a shot off, Harmony crashed into the inert second tank,
smashing the front-most road wheel off and hooking its sharp metal track
guard beneath the enemy's caterpillar. Danielle did not let up on the speed,
and though the track gored itself apart, she managed to push one tank into the
other, rattling both of them to shock.


"We're
detracked!" Danielle cried out.


"It's
fine!"


Caelia turned
the 45mm gun on the remaining enemy tank at point blank range.


Shooting over
the front of the enemy tank, jamming its own gun with hers, Caelia unleashed
one of their last armor-piercing rounds on the enemy's turret. There was a
second in which she feared the shell might bounce off the protruding gun
mantlet; but the shell was fired so close to the target that the armor gave
away like a tin lid to a can opener.


Smoke billowed
from the enemy's gun and from the hatches.


"Aaaah,
they're down!" Danielle cried. "Pray the suspensions aren't
broken!"


Danielle
tugged on a stick with the tips of her fingers as if she feared it was cursed.


There was a
bit of metallic creaking, but Harmony extricated itself on its one good track.


Caelia took
the personal defense weapon from the stash and stood out of the turret hatch.


She remembered
her foreign military language phrasebook and shouted, "Arrendersi!"


There were no
elves alive outside to listen to her shouting. Instead, on the lawn of the
postal center, atop a neat pile of bodies near the flagpole, sat a trio of
small, pale, dull-eyed people, two with buzzed short hair and one with long,
flowing ice-blue hair. They had similarly soft features and were just short of
1.5 meters in size, but fully proportioned as adults. They had a muted sky-blue
uniform instead of the Ayvartan green, and they had no bodysuits, so they
weren't tankers. All of them bore similarly detached, inexpressive looks on
their faces, and they all had sniper rifles of a large caliber, like BKV guns
but cut down.


They were
Svechthan (a word Caelia pronounced as "Sechan" but did not know the
real pronounciation for), allies of the Ayvartan nation, and communists from
far northeast.


All of them
looked rather feminine to Caelia but the long-haired one, definitely a woman,
raised a hand in salute, and spoke in the brusque accent Caelia knew from
the radio.


"Greetings,
comrade mouse." She said. "This mouse's name is Sgt. Nikayla
Illynichna. And these are my subordinates, Gorchov and Fedorovich. We have
gifts for you."


She waved her
hand toward the postal center's open doors. Inside, Caelia could see crates.


"Do you
have 45mm ammunition?" Caelia asked.


"Plenty.
But most pressingly, we need to take 76mm ammunition to the school. When the
enemy's airborne attack started, several tanks were undergoing resupply.
Because they were caught unawares, they could not load up and had to run to
defensible positions."


"I see.
So you snuck out to get ammunition for them." Caelia said.


Illynichna
nodded. She crossed her arms, and huffed a little bit, as if irritated by some
injustice. "I'm a master infiltrator, but, even I cannot sneak away from
two tanks standing right in front of me in fully open terrain, carrying
ammunition. So I was stuck."


"Why did
they not invade the postal center?" Caelia asked. It seemed miraculous.


"Something
tells me these troops are not very well-trained." Illynichna said, snorting.


Caelia
suddenly heard some increasingly loud sobs coming from below them.


"Excuse
me."


She raised
herself up onto the turret, dropped down to the front of the tank, and found
Danielle banging her head against the bent track guard, with her tools on the
side of the road, and the spare track links from the parts box laid in a stack
next to her.


"What's
wrong?" Caelia asked. She grabbed hold of Danielle's shoulder to stop her.


"I'm an
idiot and a good for nothing! I tore up the drive wheel!" Danielle shouted.


She pointed to
the broken track, and then down to something in her arms.


Caelia jumped
down onto the street, and bent down to her knees.


Though the
ramming maneuver had definitely split the track, that much was always likely to
be certain, ramming the sharp end of the track into the enemy's wheel had an
additional deleterious effect, in that it deformed the forward drive sprocket,
bending it just slightly enough to interfere with a fluid motion of the track.
Danielle cradled the damaged sprocket in her hands like a wounded child and
wept, and she savaged herself verbally for the damage done to it. There seemed
to be no insult Danielle was not willing to deploy against herself for this
mistake. Caelia hardly knew what to say to stop her now.


"Wait one
moment,"


Instead, she
doubled back to the toolbox, and procured a large bolt-driving hammer.


When Danielle
spotted the hammer in her hands she cried out and dropped the sprocket.


"Excuse
me," Caelia said gently.


She then
raised the hammer and pounded the sprocket with a massive overhead strike.


Danielle
screamed.


Behind them,
the Svecthans looked on with confused expressions.


Below them
all, the drive sprocket was cracked, but had a more appropriate shape again.


"Oh
no!" Danielle cried out.


"Now it's
my fault that it is broken." Caelia said.


"I guess!
But--" Danielle cried out again, more helplessly this time.


"Put it
back on again, it should last us a while more." Caelia calmly interrupted.


She bent down
to Danielle's level and stared her in the eyes without expression.


"Okay."
Danielle sobbed. She seemed unable to continue her attack in Caelia's face.


Satisfied,
Caelia gently patted her on the shoulder, and climbed back into the tank.


"Load up
as much ammunition as you can, and climb on." Caelia instructed Illynichna.


The Svecthans
raised their thumbs up, and began their work. One by one they seized several
crates of ammunition from the postal center. While Danielle worked to repair
the track, Caelia replenished her ready rack with 45mm ammunition, and the Svechthans
chained up crates of 76mm ammunition to the back of the tank, using ropes and
chains and spring harnesses and camouflage nets, to form a big bundle like a
holiday bag.


Danielle
climbed back in the tank, and gently nudged the stick corresponding to the
broken track. There was a bit of worrisome mechanical noise, but the track
moved.


"We
should be fine for a little bit." Danielle said.


Caelia smiled.


"A little
bit is all we need. Thank you. See? You're good at this."


Danielle
sighed. "I guess. I wish I hadn't gotten the tank busted in the first
place."


"You have
to break things sometimes so you can learn how to fix them."


"What."


On the back of
the turret, they heard a banging noise.


"I guess
our mice are good to go."


Caelia raised
herself out of the turret and found their Svechthan companions on the ground.
Having loaded up all the crates, there seemed to be no room for them now.


"Staying
behind?" Caelia asked.


Illynichna
nodded her head. "We will keep an eye on things here. You girls will need
eyes on the ground. Besides, we've ridden on enough infernal tanks for one
day."


"Thank
you for your help, comrades." Caelia said. She saluted.


Illynichna,
Fedorovich and Gorchov saluted back, and then picked up their kit, and made
themselves scarce, vanishing back into the urban landscape as if they had never
been there. Like mice, they seemed able to scurry through any gap, out of
anyone's sight. Caelia wished them luck. She returned to her seat, took a deep
breath and got ready to command.


"Forward,
Danielle! We're going to the school up north."


"Roger!"


Once the tank
got moving, Danielle seemed to perk up slightly.


"I'm
getting some instability from the repaired track, but I'm managing."


"You can
do it!" Caelia cheered.


Harmony rushed
past the broken-down tanks and their stricken-out occupants and followed the
road north, parallel to the main drive of Ocean Road, and accelerating
constantly. Caelia and Danielle had discussed the route as one of many they
could take depending on what happened at the postal center. Now that they had a
clear idea of where to go, they could not sneak around anymore. Any moment
wasted could be the one that allowed the enemy to destroy their comrades in
need. Getting to the school was priority.


So Danielle
pushed forward as fast as the tank would go.


They turned
the corner up from the postal center and back onto Ocean Road, crossing through
the main drive and back out onto the opposing side-street. This crossing was
intended to avoid the more open, visible and likely crowded Ocean Road, but it
carried with it the danger that ultimately transpired. As they turned back
North, Caelia opened the hatch, glanced behind the tank, and found an enemy
vehicle following behind them.


She dropped
back into the turret. "Danielle, we're being followed!"


"I'll do
my best to avoid their fire! Try to stop them!"


Harmony
rattled, as Danielle started to move the tank unpredictably.


Caelia engaged
the turret drive, and turned Harmony's gun directly over the rear engine.


Looking
through her sight, she found an open-topped, tracked carrier vehicle and a
light tank had fallen in behind her. They were charging in at their own full
speeds, and the light tank was gaining on her. Those elven airdropped lights
were proving faster than Harmony on the roads -- the Kobold's real strength was
its stability off-road, not its road speed.


"Keep it
steady, Danielle!"


"I'll
try!"


"I know
you can do it!"


Caelia reached
for a shell, drew back from the sight to load it, and then looked again.


She put her eyes
on the sight just in time to witness the enemy tank's gun flash.


Everything
shook as the shell struck the Kobold's gun mantlet. Caelia hit her head.


Blood started
to draw from her forehead and down her nose, between her eyes.


"Firing
AP-HE!" She shouted.


Harmony
blasted the enemy Light Tank between turret and hull.


The shell
penetrated its thin armor with seemingly no resistance.


Immediately
the tank's tracks ceased up and it gave up the chase.


Passing it,
the enemy open-topped carrier began shooting what seemed like a long anti-tank
rifle. Caelia saw a half-dozen bullets go flying, but felt none of the impacts.


She realized
immediately why that was. It was going for the tracks, not the armor.


And with one
track clearly patched up, there was an obvious weak point there.


Switching from
her tank gun to the coaxial machine gun, Caelia unloaded on the carrier.


Dozens of
rounds bounced off the front armor, like glowing red fireflies buzzing around
the vehicle they ricocheted uselessly in every direction. Caelia aimed farther
up, and held down the trigger for a second volley. She could see a driver and a
gunner, and the gunner top-loading a magazine of fresh armor-piercing
cartridges. She held down the trigger and fired in bursts of three on
them, and the bulletproof plate absorbed barrage after barrage.


She banged her
hand on metal trying to replace the emptied pan magazine.


"Danielle,
brake for just a second!" Caelia commanded.


"If you
say so!" Danielle replied.


For a brief
instant, Harmony lost enough speed for the carrier to close some distance.


Caelia held
down the trigger and unloaded the new pan magazine.


At an angle,
the bullets traveled right into the forward compartment.


Hitting the
driver and gunner both, Harmony accelerated and left the carrier behind.


"I got
them, Danielle! Thank you! I'm turning back around--"


"We're
not out of the woods yet!"


Caelia peeked
out of the top hatch again and found another light tank.


This one was
directly ahead of them.


"Danielle--"


"I'm
trying!"


Harmony swung around
the enemy tank as it exited a nearby alley.


Caelia watched
helplessly as the enemy gun turned on them.


Next thing she
knew, Caelia nearly banged her head on the hatch.


Harmony slid
aside just before the enemy could fire, and the shell went wide.


They rushed
past the dumbfounded enemy tank and sped ahead.


"Shit,
another one!"


Ahead,
crossing an intersection, appeared a second enemy tank, its turret already
turned.


Caelia could
almost feel the gun about to shoot.


"Danielle--!"


Harmony swung
left then right in a brutal maneuver that made the track screech.


Armor piercing
shot went flying both ways.


One shell
grazed the tank ahead, while the second struck the ground behind Harmony.


Again the
Kobold ran right past the enemy tank.


Caelia turned
her gaze north and saw the school dead ahead of them.


"Danielle,
we're almost there!"


She dove back
into the turret, with the gun still turned behind them.


Looking
through the scope, she found the two enemy tanks still trailing them.


Both were that
same type of air-dropped tank with the large wheels.


Owing to their
speed, they were already catching up to Harmony.


"Firing
Armor-Piercing!" Caelia shouted.


Harmony
unleashed an AP-HE round down the road and struck one of the tanks in the
turret cheek, punching a hole. Much to her dismay, she saw the explosion go
off behind the
tank rather than inside. She had overpenetrated -- the round went through the
weak armor in the turret cheek, and then exited the tank too quickly
and detonated outside.


Gritting her
teeth, Caelia reached for another round.


Her hands
slipped away from the ready rack as Harmony turned sharply away.


Caelia felt
something graze the turret.


Danielle had
avoided another shot!


She grabbed a
round off the rack, loaded it, and looked through scope.


Both of the
enemy tanks were almost on top of her.


"Danielle,
they're maybe thirty meters away!"


"We're
almost there!" Danielle shouted.


Desperate for
a direct hit, Caelia trained her gun sight on a tank and held her breath.


She exhaled; and
the tank's track exploded, and it swerved out of control.


A second later
the remaining tank was sliced through the front hull by a shot and exploded so
violently its turret went flying away from the rest of it. It left behind a
burning hull.


Peering through
the top hatch Caelia saw the school, ahead of them, a small compounded
surrounded by a brick fence. There was an open gate, and a pair of Hobgoblins
stood sentinel around it, launching shells down the road to provide cover for
Harmony. They had been the ones who destroyed the pursuing enemy tanks. Harmony
was home free.


"Caelia,
get back in!" Danielle cried out.


At the edge of
her vision Caelia saw a quick, sharp, bright flash, and heard a roar.


Smoke and
sparks went up along the side of the tank.


Behind them,
the immobilized tank that had once been chasing them was still shooting.


It raised its
gun suddenly.


Caelia dove
down just in time for the shell to overfly her, snapping the hatch away.


Overhead, the
sky rushed past the top hatch, now permanently open to the air.


Had she
hesitated even a second she would have been savagely decapitated.


She felt
suddenly woozy with the realization. She could have died. She could have died.


A shell
weighing over two Elven pounds had flown centimeters from her head.


Her whole body
shook as if with the residual energy of the shot. It was terrifying.


In her
previous life, the worst that had happened to her was stage fright.


In fact it was
a severe case of stage fright, in part, that ended that old life.


Though the
stage was hot and hard and callous, though it hated her and she hated it back,
it was impossible for the stage to kill her. All it could do was make demands of her.


Demand that
she wear a suit.


Demand an
unchanged and unchanging voice.


Demands on her
body and on her time and on her acquaintance.


Demands hurt
but they didn't kill.


This life was
different. This life could end with a metal slug splattering her brains.


Why had she
chosen it then? Why had she run away?


"We're
losing wheels and track! Hold on!" Danielle said.


That voice,
that familiar, deep, rich voice, rich with its deepness and familiarity.


Jolted from
her trance, Caelia held on tightly to her seat.


She looked
down at Danielle. At first she had wanted to confess something, something
important, but then those desperate thoughts were overwhelmed by one strange
and curious fact. Danielle had no vision devices whatsoever. Her front hatch
was open, sure, but she could not possibly avoid shots from behind without
directions. And Caelia had given her none. She looked down at Danielle and at
the Driver's seat and instruments.


Below her,
Danielle suddenly pushed on one stick and pulled the other, and shifted gears.


Mere meters
from the gate, Harmony went into a violent, skidding spin.


Behind them came
another shot.


Danielle
screamed and guarded her own head. Caelia ducked almost between her own legs.


Harmony left
its track and half its wheels behind as it drifted safely through the
gate.


Over the
slanted and gored left side of the tank flew the enemy 2-pounder shell.


It bounced
uselessly off the glacis armor of one of the Hobgoblin tanks.


Both of them
retaliated at once.


No more shots
came from down the street and road.


Behind them,
the gate closed.


Harmony's
engine finally gave out from the pressure, and shut off.


Inside the
tank there was a sudden silence. Caelia felt a spotlight shining on herself
from the broken hatch above. With the sounds of the tank gone, there was a
tinnitus, and a steady rhythm of noises like claps or sparks. She didn't know
whether they were the claps she remembered, the deafening congratulations of
the audiences on stage; or the sparks and sputters and bursts from all the
ammunition she had heard discharged over time.


Those were two
sounds she always heard in her ears when there was nothing else.


They were dire
sounds, the sounds of the past and present.


She had lived
again. This was the life she had traded the stage for.


Clapping her
hand onto the side of her head, feeling a sharp pain between her eyes, Caelia
tried to shake off the dizziness and weariness that had overcome her suddenly.
Without the jolting and shaking of the tank, a vibration that dug up through
her legs, into her gut and between her breasts, she felt sluggish like a
clockwork doll whose key was slowing.


"Danielle,
are you ok down here?"


She ducked,
and leaned down from the top seat to get a look at Danielle.


She found her
staring at the ground, sobbing lightly.


"Caelia,
I could feel them, before they happened, but I couldn't stop it!"


She turned
around suddenly, and she was crying, and also bleeding lightly.


"You're
hurt!" She cried.


Caelia raised
a hand to her forehead. There was still a little flowing blood.


"It's
fine." Caelia said.


"No it's
not!"


"You were
amazing."


Danielle
quieted. Her shoulders slumped a little and she sighed.


"I have a
headache. My head feels really hot." She said.


"Here,
catch me."


"What."


Caelia pushed
herself down, and landed on top of Danielle.


They scrambled
for space for a few moments, before cramming onto the Driver's seat.


They were
practically embracing. There was not much space between them.


Only the
bodysuits kept it from being skin on skin.


The contours
of their bodies fit together splendidly.


"We're
safe. Just hold me for a little bit, okay?"


Caelia sank
her head into Danielle's chest, and she traded the clapping and the bursting
with the sound of Danielle's heart, pumping so fast. And she wept, just a
little bit.


Everything
felt absurd and incomprehensible and she didn't know where things could
possibly go from here, having already died and lived too much for any human
life to endure in a matter of hours. All of the exhaustion and weight seemed to
catch up to her then, and the pain and sweat, and the blood, all of it made her
want to cry suddenly.


Danielle held
her tightly and quietly.


"I'm
sorry." She said.


"You've
nothing to be sorry for. I'm happy to be here with you."


She wasn't
sure what she felt in general; but she felt happy with Danielle.


At least that
much was certain.










As the skies
over Rangda began to clear, the ground battle began to make sense of itself
again. Elves started to come together in pockets. Poorly armed, demoralized,
nearly defeated 8th Division remnants made their strongholds were they could.
1st Regiment troops started digging their knives into any exposed side of the
Elven drop troops that they could find. No defensive line survived the chaos,
no matter who established it.


But all the
troops that could drop had dropped. All the tanks that would fall had fallen.


The Elven
surprise attack had succeeded in creating confusion and sewing disorder.


It was finally
time for the scramble and the chaos to end.


Over the
radio, the orders came.


"All reconstituted
units are to attack toward Ocean Road. End radio silence."


Soon as this
order was given, a convoy of heavy tanks from Madiha Nakar's headquarters set
off, led by the Colonel herself, who was at the very speartip of the thrust. It had begun.


All of this
disparate struggle would finally add up, and on the momentum gained by her
plucky infantry, her courageous tankers, and her fierce artillery, Madiha
Nakar attacked.





 




 














































63. HEADHUNTERS


 


52nd of the Aster’s Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


 


Tambwe Dominance, City of Rangda
— North Rangda


 


Lydia braced her LMG atop a mound
of debris, wedging it between the rocks.


The bipod had broken, and she needed
to stabilize it.


"Lydia, watch out!"


Gwendolyn's voice forewarned her, and
Lydia ducked her head.


Gunshots struck the rock and chipped
dust and fragments that flew in her face.


Gritting her teeth, shutting her eyes,
she held the trigger and pressed down the gun.


The Myrta unleashed a volley of
gunfire, a hitching, stopping-and-starting barrage that was forcing the gun up
and back. Lydia struggled with the recoil, unable to see the enemy or even to
peek her head out to look. She felt movement. Individual
sharp snaps joined the repeating chunk chunk chunk of
the light machine gun. Her fellow knights had joined her.


Lydia spread a tearful eye open,
irritated by the dust.


She saw Gwendolyn standing tall beside
her, holding her rifle up, aiming and firing.


She appeared to Lydia so gallant
and powerful in that glimpse, her hair waving in the wind, her armor glistening,
droplets of sweat falling from her face onto steel. Undaunted in the fire, with
a steely gaze. Like a valkyrie of northern myths; she
was so beautiful.


"Lydia, get up, we cleared the
position!"


Gwendolyn's voice was forceful, and
Lydia felt an arm on her shoulder.


She let go of the light machine gun,
wiped her face, and stood up from the ground.


Though the metal breastplate was
decent at stopping pistol rounds, it was heavy and burdensome and drained one's
stamina. Lydia was already running on fumes, and having to stand and crouch and
move around in the breastplate, symbol of her status, made it worse.
Regardless, the helping hand of Gwendolyn was enough to right her, and she
rose.


Ahead of them a sandbag emplacement
was ripped and pitted and splashed with blood.


There were Ayvartan corpses around the
defensive line, and an abandoned anti-tank gun wedged between sandbags,
its operator laying dead behind the unshielded cannon. It was a lone, roadblock
position with ten people, a few of them unarmed. Beyond them was a series of
industrial buildings. Gwendolyn crouched beside a girl with a radio box, stolen
from Ayvartans of the 8th Division, and took the handset and raised it to her
ear.


"Paladin, we have cleared the
anti-tank position. Patriarchs will be moving up." She said.


Behind them, Lydia saw the tanks
moving in from around the corner. Because of their thin armor, they were
worried about the anti-tank gun. Lydia, Gwendolyn and a squadron of their
knights had taken the decisive lead in the assault, and now the tanks shrugged
off the sandbags in front of them, and opened the way. Farther ahead was the
heart of the broken 8th Division. Once scattered to the winds, the elves would
dominate North Rangda.


Gwendolyn set down the radio handset
and waved to Lydia.


"Lady Paladin, Lord
Arsenica ordered us to take out an artillery position." Gwendolyn
said.


"Breaking off from the main
force, huh?" Lydia said.


"Orders are orders."


Lydia smiled. Gwendolyn turned her
head sheepishly away.


Though Lydia was nominally the
vanguard, Gwendolyn had taken charge too.


Gwendolyn had transitioned so
seamlessly to the front of the pack. It was almost as if it was in her blood,
just a fact of nature that Gwendolyn was meant to be followed. Ever since they
touched down in this forsaken continent, Gwendolyn's meek voice had gained a
measure of weight, and the people around her were listening. Lydia was
listening.


She turned to the rest of the women of
their squadron, and beckoned them.


Rifles in hand, breastplates yet
untouched by gunfire, the women of the Knight's corps fell in behind Lydia and
Gwendolyn, and together, the unit broke off from the Patriarch tanks and the
men in universal carrier APCs trailing behind them, and tore off into a nearby
alleyway, cutting through the urban jungle. In the distance, as they moved
farther away, the group heard gunfire as the tanks engaged the 8th Division in
the industrial district.


"Let us hope they will be
enough." Lydia said.


"They must be." Gwendolyn
said.


They moved through the alleys in a
column, Lydia and Gwen at the head, and the rest of the girls behind them.
There were two light machine guns among them, Lydia holding one. Most of the
girls had rifles; one had a scoped rifle for distance shooting. Two girls had
submachine guns for added close-quarters automatic gunfire. They were shabby
pieces from the old war, over a decade prior to these hostilities. But
they still fired when needed.


Every girl carried two grenades. One
anti-personnel frag, and one smoke grenade.


"Arsenica said it was an
artillery position, right? Where is it?" Lydia asked.


"In a park just outside these
alleys. And it's Lady Paladin Lord Arsenica, Lydia."


Lydia was not entirely thrilled to be
reminded of Arsenica's many honorifics.


In the midst of this maddening
operation, a hand-fed, pampered noblewoman like Arsenica only took command
because she got lucky and did the least amount of fighting. While she and
Gwendolyn had been destroying Ayvartan anti-air positions and fighting the 8th
Division head-on, outnumbered and in enemy territory, Arsenica had simply
happened to land where the enemy radios were. Everyone deferred to her
authority because she had come into possession of the crucial intelligence
needed to win.


It did not sit right with Lydia.
Arsenica was unworthy of leading them.


Someone like Gwendolyn was better
suited. Gwendolyn was
better suited.


Still, Gwen had made a demand of her
and she would answer it.


"Yes, Lady Paladin Lord Arsenica
it shall be, Lady Paladin Vittoria."


"Ugh." Gwendolyn grumbled,
without even turning to meet her eyes.


Lydia laughed.


She accelerated her pace to catch up
with Gwendolyn, and laid a hand on her shoulder.


"How are you holding up?"
She whispered.


"I'm fine." Gwen said.


"Are you really? I'm supposed to
be in charge, but you've almost broke into a run ahead."


Gwendolyn paused for a second to allow
Lydia to walk a step past her.


"I apologize."


"Gwen, you do not have to be
formal with me."


"I know. But appearances are
important."


"Gwen--"


"I'm fine, Lydia. As fine as I
can be in this place."


She did not sound fine. Lydia sighed.


"Gwen--"


Again, Gwendolyn interrupted. This
time, she shot Lydia a fiery gaze.


"Lydia, I was sent here to die.
And if they want me dead, I'll die fighting."


Lydia felt a sense of alarm.


"There's no need to be so
reckless. We can outlast this, Gwendolyn."


"The Queen wants to be rid of me.
I can never outlast that. But I'm foolish, Lydia. You know I don't overthink
things. I'm tired of sitting meekly around. That's what I decided."


Lydia squeezed harder on Gwendolyn's
shoulder.


"If you're just doing it for me,
you can stop with this act already." Lydia said.


Gwendolyn blinked. Her expression
turned briefly meek. Then she turned her head.


She marched at the head of the column
once more. Lydia sighed.


"I'm doing it for me too."
Gwen whimpered.


Clear of the alleys, the group exited
into a broader street. There was a cable car track occupying one lane of
the road, and some of the cable cars lay abandoned along various points.
Adjacent to it was a lane for cars, this one empty all the way up and down as
far as Lydia could see. Along the concrete streets there were several tall,
square, homogenous houses that probably served as rented flats (Lydia knew not
how Ayvartans distributed their housing; did they have rent?). It was thick,
dense terrain. Between the cable cars and the daunting wall of houses ahead of
them there was a lot of cover for the enemy.


Hesitant to step out among these
sights, the knights grouped in the alleyway.


"How much farther to the gun
battery?" asked one of the girls.


Lydia looked around, squinting her
eyes. She looked skyward. No trails; nothing.


"I don't see any evidence of
shooting. And I don't hear anything near."


There was always some kind of sound of
gunfire in Rangda. There was a war going on. Rifles and machine guns could be
heard continuously in the far off distance, reduced to a sound akin to the
snapping of a door lock. Every so often there would be a far-away blast as a
shell dropped, and to Lydia these distant explosions sounded like an
overzealous oven burner upon its first lighting, a fizzing, gaseous sound
bereft the rumble of proximity.


Despite all of this a gun firing
in their vicinity would have been unmistakable.


They would have seen the trail, felt
it in the ground and in their stomachs, and heard it.


"They wouldn't keep a battery in
a place like this. We should find more open ground."


After delivering this advice,
Gwendolyn then broke the huddle without warning.


She dashed out onto the road, and put
her back behind an old, riveted steel mailbox.


Lydia almost wanted to shout, but her
beloved 3rd Princess made it to cover safely.


Sighing with relief, she quietly
signaled the next girl out by tapping her shoulder, pointing at her own eyes to
tell her that she would be covered, and then pointing sharply out to the road.
She would run past Gwendolyn's mailbox and stack up behind one of the cable
cars.


Nodding her head, the girl raised her
rifle diagonally against her chest and breathed in.


She rushed out of the alleyway, passed
the street and stepped down onto the road.


Lydia turned from her, and pointed to
the next girl in the same way.


When the second girl ran out, the
first one was almost to the cable cars.


Lydia watched them, her light machine
gun trained on the road.


Her eyes squinted, reflexively. Tears
drew from them. She caught a sharp glint of light.


This disturbance drew her gaze up to
the roof of a nearby apartment building.


"Take cover!" Lydia shouted.


Just as she spoke the first shot rang
out.


A rifle round perforated the neck of
the first runner.


She fell to the ground, clutching her
neck as if her head would fall off.


A second shot struck the ground near
Gwendolyn and she pulled her legs up.


Horrified, Lydia raised her gun
skyward, still catching the glint of the sniper's scope.


They had made a mistake and positioned
themselves clumsily. By the glint of the scope in the sun, she tracked the
enemy down to the correct roof, and immediately laid a withering hail of
automatic fire against them. She braced the gun against her shoulder and her
back against the brick wall of the alley buildings. Because of its top-mounted
magazine the myrta was difficult to aim and had a terrible balance, but with
its trigger held down it performed as any machine gun would. Dozens of rounds
chipped away at the concrete parapet and dozens more sailed over them. Her
remaining squadron joined her, firing from around the corner edge of the
alleyway at the rooftop. The enemy hid away.


Behind the mailbox, Gwendolyn withdrew
a rifle grenade from her satchel and loaded it.


Rising from cover, she fired on the
rooftop.


There was a flash and a burst of smoke
from her muzzle, and the rifle grenade soared over the parapet and detonated
with a sharp, sudden crack like
a heavy whip. Their sniper rose over the parapet once more, but there was no
glint from their rifle. Disoriented and wounded, the sniper stumbled over the
edge of the building and fell to their death below.


Lydia lowered her myrta, its barrel
shroud smoking, red and hot.


From her side, one of the girls ran
out, screaming and crying, dropping her rifle.


Lydia and Gwendolyn both shouted a
warning that went unheeded.


"Silica, no!"


Silica dropped to her knees
beside the knight slain on the road, her pants soaking up blood from the
ground. Her partner, the victim, was still holding her neck, gurgling
incomprehensible words that bubbled with blood. Everything had happened so fast
that though it felt like an eternity, only seconds seem to have flown, and the
girl was still dreadfully alive in her agony. Silica bent over the fallen
knight, her head on the dying girl's breastplate, and started to cry and shout.
"Jasmine! Jasmine no! No please!"


"Get back here!" Lydia
shouted. She was exposed in the middle of the street.


Her screaming could draw the enemy to
them!


Gwendolyn removed the spent
rifle-grenade cup from her rifle, punched out the blank, loaded a real
magazine, and charged out to the road, perhaps aiming to drag Parthia back.


Watching all this transpire, Lydia
hastily snapped off the spent top-loading magazine from her Myrta, and one of
her companions shakily withdrew and loaded a new magazine.


As Gwendolyn cleared the street, a
burst of gunfire went off.


Silica froze, shook, leaned, like
a pillar struck with a sledgehammer.


Perforated in a dozen places by
machine gun fire, she fell, forming a bloody heap along with Jasmine. Neither
of them would gibber again. Cheek to cheek, they died then.


Lydia stood frozen for a second.
Gwendolyn too.


But the world did not stop for anyone
else.


From farther up the road a second
burst of machine gun fire trailed the ground in front of Gwendolyn. She fell
back, startled, and Lydia saw her last moments flash before her eyes. Riddled
with bullets like a training dummy, her golden hair and peachy skin caked with
blackening, clotting blood, a gorey fountain of it, and then the fall,
twitching, ungainly--


Lydia underestimated her partner.
Gwendolyn surged forward, and with an acrobatic tumble fit for the olympic stage, she soared over the corpses in their deathly
embrace, hitting the ground hard, and taking a sudden roll to hide
behind the elusive cable car.


Machine gun fire struck the corner of
the alleyway, and Lydia hid again.


Her squadron followed, cowering against
the bricks.


"What the hell is going on!" Lydia shouted.


She peered quickly around the corner
and saw the muzzle flash of the Ayvartan machine gun. It was entrenched in one
of the cable cars along the road farther ahead, near the top of a gently sloping
hill. Lydia grit her teeth. Bracing the machine gun against the corner of the
alley, she pivoted just enough to bring the barrel to bear on the enemy
emplacement.


Her fingers rapped the trigger to fire
a controlled burst.


Crack!


Suddenly the trigger was stuck fast,
and the bolt caught, and nothing fed.


Her myrta was jammed.


She felt ice cold despair gripping her
heart.


Just across the street from her,
Gwendolyn crouched behind the cable car as a storm of gunfire flew all around
her. Dozens of holes formed on the surface of the car, every window shattered, the doors unhinged, the front falling off, as it absorbed
nearly endless gunfire from farther up the hill. Lydia stared between Gwendolyn
and the hill and the corpses of Silica and Jasmine. Would that be them?
Was that their fate all along?


Arsenica had led them to this fate.


Lydia grit her teeth, despair turning
to anger.


Arsenica, 4th in line to the throne,
had commanded brave Paladin Vittoria, 3rd in line, to hunt for an artillery
position in this sector. Dutiful Arsenica, who had full control over 8th
Division Ayvartan radio and full intelligence on its positions from the Council
that once fully controlled and commanded these armies. How had this slipped
from her grasp?


"Everyone throw smokes! We're retreating!"


Lydia had hardly shouted this, when
her own smoke grenade went out.


In the middle of the street, where the
mailbox was, the gas cloud started to spread.


At her side, more of her comrades
joined her, throwing their smoke grenades out.


Soon the entire street was covered by
the cloud.


Within the cloud the red tracers flew
erratically, like fireflies buzzing by.


Lydia drew in a deep breath, and ran
out.


She could not see where she was going,
and she felt the pressure build in her chest and head as she tried not to
breathe the smoke. She nearly stumbled as she blindly cleared the street and
stepped down into the gutter, and then onto the black. Her boots stamped
something wet and grisly; she nearly tripped on the corpses she could only
presume to have been lovers, and she grit her teeth, and she felt bile rising
in her throat, and she hoped to God that they could be happy in heaven now,
hoping not to join them soon.


Ahead of her she saw the outline of
Gwendolyn in the smoke.


All around her, the machine gun
tracers flew.


"Gwendolyn!"


She breathed in smoke, coughed.


Lydia took the final plunge, and ran
straight into a bullet.


A rifle round struck the welding seam
directly over her sternum.


It was like the force of
a cannonball. Her chest felt like it would cave-in.


Her breastplate dented, her left
breast quivered with agony.


Lydia, choked up, screaming, collapsed
just short of the cable car.


Weeping with agony, she thought for
sure that she was now dead.


Then she felt the hands, the desperate
tugging and the gentle grasp on her hair.


Gwendolyn pulled her behind the cable
car, and laid her on her lap.


"Lydia!"


She opened her eyes and amid the smoke
saw her beloved's radiant face.


She was dirty from the smoke, and the
sweat.


There was blood on her forehead.


"Gwendolyn." Lydia mumbled
weakly. "Are you hurt?"


"I was grazed. You could've been
killed! You should've retreated!"


"No. Not without you." Lydia
said.


She glanced back at the road.


Gwendolyn seized her head by the
cheeks and pulled her gaze away from that.


"Stop it! Just. Don't look at
them."


She winced as a fresh round of
automatic fire flew past them.


Lydia coughed. Her chest was screaming
with pain.


"Arsenica is trying to kill
you."


Gwendolyn looked over her shoulder as
if she would see anything but the battered cable car at their backs. Perhaps as
if she could see that artillery battery they had been sent to claim. This was
maybe the most despair-inducing event that could occur to a soldier. To know
that one's commander, in whom one entrusts her very life, whose good faith is
absolutely necessary to succeed in an operation, is sending you to death
deliberately.


Though Gwendolyn did not cry for
Lydia's wounds, she was crying now.


Lydia almost wanted to smile.
Gwendolyn was much more of a soldier than she knew.


She was a perfectly mannered lady, a
skilled ballet dancer, a gymnast, a singer, the best hostess she ever knew, and
a wonderful lover. But she had trained, for longer and harder than anyone gave
her credit for. They all had; but for Gwendolyn it
felt extraordinary.


"Gwendolyn, I love you. And I'm
happy to die like this than live--"


Lydia cringed reflexively, and
Gwendolyn grit her teeth and shut her eyes, as something with a lot of force
sailed suddenly past them, parting smoke, very close and extremely fast.


There was an explosion in the near
distance.


Lydia heard footsteps, and she heard
the grinding turn of tank tracks.


Behind them, a Patriarch I tank of the
airborne forces advanced past the cable car.


Several men moved up to the car,
putting the tank between them and the enemy.


They crouched near the two knights and
offered assistance.


"You two ok? You wounded? This is
an 8th Division roadblock up ahead!"


Medics moved up. A Universal Carrier,
an odd-looking little armored tractor, arrived.


Gwendolyn wiped away her tears.


"I love you too, Lydia." She
whispered, as the men arrived to take care of them.


 


City of Rangda
— Council


 


"Oh ho ho ho ho!"


Paladin Arsenica Varus laughed as
8th Division radio activity started to pick up.


She could only understand a smattering
of words here and there.


Her cursory Ayvartan knowledge and
imagination filled in the blanks how she liked them.


Engagement with a group of armor-clad
female soldiers, you say?


A sniper in ambush, you say?


Deploying heavy machine gun fire, you
say?


All she could ask for was for a little
bit of mortar fire now, to add some drama!


She had been a sinful girl, but it was
white sin, little sin. Nobody would know.


After all, what Queen rose to the top, that did not carve a bloody road behind her?


Certainly not the current, and
certainly not the future. Not Arsenica Livia Varus!


She sat at the helm of the radio room
in the Council building, her wooden chair like a throne, and having hurried her
radio engineers and intelligence personnel to other menial tasks, she quickly
issued specific instructions on her own bands while monitoring 8th Division
radio traffic. Shuffling units around on the map, she found a way to easily dispatch
the Vittoria kid while still keeping her units on track to their objectives.


Once she issued her orders the little
Vittoria accepted them like a bleating sheep. She would charge into an enemy
blocking position and be slaughtered; and then, that position would be
destroyed by her more powerful units, and the invasion would proceed as if
nothing had happened. It was a tree falling in forest; nobody would hear it.


Arsenica stood from the radio table,
and she left the room, and allowed the translators and intelligence personnel
and radio units to return from their various purgatories.


She strode across the wine-colored
carpets of the Council building with her head up high.


Thanks to her leadership, the foothold
into Ayvarta would be secured.


Soon the 8th Division would be
neutralized. Because of their confused defensive posture and her total
dominance over the airwaves, the 8th Division was slowly being encroached upon
by strong groups from the Cheshire rifles and the Knights. Most of her tanks
were moving toward Ocean Road and the port to secure it for the Royal Navy. Her
own defenses outside the Council building were being seen to. She would use
Drachen and his defectors as cannon fodder, and her elite knights would then
counterattack any last-ditch attempt to breach the Council defenses. It was a
perfect coup in all aspects. Arsenica had won.


Moving down the steps, Arsenica
decided to head outside and inspect the defenses.


On the lawn of the Council Building,
she found half-dug trenches and emptiness.


Old Ayvartan anti-tank guns lay in
their old positions, broken by artillery attacks launched before Arsenica ever
got here. Corpses were still on the ground, unclaimed. There was no barbed
wire, no sandbags. Nochtish machine guns lay scattered about, abused and
disused.


Arsenica had ordered a defensive line
built.


Where were her laborers? Where were
her defenders?


She had left explicit orders! She had
trusted they would be carried out on her authority!


Arsenica ran out to the lawn, and she
looked every which way.


She found tracks running along the
ground.


Huffing and puffing from exertion,
feeling exhausted after just a few minute's run, Arsenica dashed around the
side of the Council building, where she found a ramp sloping into a gap in the
ground, to a garage below street level. It was open, and something large had
clearly broken free and escaped from it. She charged down, sword drawn, and
inside the garage, she found a gaggle of her knights, bruised, tied down, their
equipment stolen.


She trotted angrily toward one of the
girls and kicked her in the stomach.


"Wake up! What happened here? You
were supposed to oversee my defenses!"


She had forgotten completely she had
handed around that task like a hot potato.


And she had especially forgotten the
last person she, in her fey mood, gave the task to.


So Arsenica Livia Varus, 4th (3rd?) in
line to the throne of Lubon, was surprised when she heard the words of her
defeated subordinate, spoken half-confused, half-fearful.


"Von Drachen."


 


City of Rangda — Ocean
Road


 


Radio sets started to come alive, and
units began to list off their positions and readiness.


Everyone was accounted for. Code words
were then dispensed with for plain language.


"The Operation is commencing! All
units, radios free! We want them to hear!"


Rangda was soon buzzing with activity
from the revitalized 1st Motor Rifles Regiment.


On all sides the gates to the old 8th
Division barracks opened, and a small fleet of vehicles charged out into the
streets of Rangda. Gbahali armored trucks and half-tracks ferried reserve rifle
units, following in the wake of sloped, heavily armed Hobgoblin tanks leading
the assault. Creeping through the alleyways, Kobold scout tanks ferrying
sniper teams and pathfinding units and artillery spotters covered the flanks
and wound around the enemy.


Deeper within Rangda other units
regrouped and attacked wherever they found the enemy in sight. Rifle units once
encircled near University began their breakout; artillery and tanks coming in
from Umaru reestablished radio contact and began to bombard the roads and to
ambush Elven convoys, preventing many from linking up to form larger threats.
Throughout Ocean Road and North Rangda, tank units that had fled the
aerial invasion and the capture of Shayma El-Amin and her HQ began tentative
attacks toward lost positions.


Within moments of their deployment,
the attacking units heard artillery going off from the Regimental Headquarters
in the distance. Heavy 122mm guns opened fire into the sky, and ahead of them
the attacking units saw the bursts of dirt and smoke and churned up road and
street that rose pillar-like in the wake of every blast. There were shells
dropping seemingly everywhere in the city but the curtain was spread thin. For
a preparatory bombardment it was short and almost polite, as if a warning
shot to sound the alarm.


Nobody would give the Elves time to
heed the warning regardless.


As if they were being timed or racing
the attacking units moved breathlessly.


Assault groups spread apart, heading in
every direction from the headquarters. Northward and Northeastward small units
headed for the flanks of Ocean Road and to contact other units; westward, units
were sent to free civilians in Rangda Airport and at the train station and in
other large public areas where Mansa had taken them, and where the Elves now
threatened them; and smaller engineering units headed to the port for a special
task.


Meanwhile, the spear of the assault
was carried and thrust by its very architect.


One lone platoon of tanks stepped out
onto the road from the main gate and stamped over the remains of a fallen 8th
Division roadblock. They made for Ocean Road, to stick the knife right into the
gut of the enemy resistance. They were arranged in a curious formation, a
diagonal zig-zag where every tank could potentially open fire ahead.


Four of the tanks were green
Hobgoblins, but the lead tank was very different.


Its model and its role and its crew
were unique.


Inside the steeply sloping, angular
turret of the heavily-armored Rakshasa Command Tank, Madiha Nakar personally
charged into the fray. She had been in a tank before; never in a combat
capacity against an equivalent enemy, however. Still, the confines proved very
familiar. Madiha was seated in the commander/gunner's chair, while
Parinita sat in the co-commander's/loader's chair right next to her. Below them
was Agwala, their driver.


"All units move forward at
thirty kilometers per hour until engagement!" She ordered.


Rounding the corner away from the
Headquarters, the platoon maintained formation and speed exactly as ordered.
Their turrets sought around for targets as they moved. Their odd configuration,
flaunting of radio silence and small size stood out among the attacking
forces. This was just as Madiha intended. Her personal unit had a unique
mission.


Having given the order, Madiha peeled
her head back from the periscope and sighed.


Her bodysuit felt a little tight, and
she felt it was not breathing too well.


And the confines of the turret were
hot. Especially with Parinita so close nearby.


Still, Madiha was energized.
Everything was moving again. This attack would be defining.


"Madiha."


At her side, her partner drew her
attention.


"Yes, Parinita?"


Parinita crossed her arms over her
tightly-suited chest and looked at her seriously.


"You need to think of a
one-liner." She said.


"A what?" Madiha asked.


Parinita grinned, as if she had some
incredible insight she was very satisfied to share.


"One very intense thing you say
to your defeated enemies." She said.


Madiha blinked.


"Perhaps something akin
to'Surrender or you will be shot'? That sounds powerful."


"No! I mean, for example, 'looks
like your clam's been shelled'."


She made a little finger gun and shot
it with a wink after saying her line.


Madiha burst out laughing suddenly.


"That is terrible, Parinita. Why
would I say that?" She asked.


Parinita protested. "That's just
an example! It's why you have to think of one."


"I will think of one."
Madiha replied.


This was probably a silly film thing
but Madiha would oblige if it was important to Parinita.


"You're thinking that I'm goofing
off, aren't you?" Parinita said.


"Of course not."


Parinita smiled. She crossed her arms
again and put on a conceited smile.


"Trust me, for the part we're
playing, it will help tremendously to have a one-liner."


"I will definitely have one when
the time comes." Madiha said.


"Oh! Check your periscope, we're
starting."


Something must have come in over the
wireless that alerted her.


Madiha flipped down the periscope
sight and looked through it again.


Ahead, the street diverting into Ocean
Road proper was visible.


Blocking the way was an Elven tank,
painted in urban gray and black patterns.


At its side was a stolen anti-tank
gun.


Madiha ordered a charge.


"A 45mm pattern is useless against
us! Fire at will! All units fire HE!" She said.


Parinita reached down beneath the seat
and procured a 76mm AP-HE shell.


Madiha loaded the shell into the gun,
and turned a crank to move the turret.


She looked through the sight and found
herself aiming in the general vicinity of the target.


For her, this was good enough.


There were muzzle flashes in response.


The Rakshasa shook from the force of
two low caliber anti-tank attacks.


Every shell deflected off the strong,
thick, sloped armor on the front of the body.


"Are you scared?" Madiha
asked.


She hit the electric trigger on the
Rakshasa's gun and watched as the enemy tank lit up in the distance. One shot,
penetrating right through the gun mantlet and setting ablaze the turret as the
ammunition cooked. Around it, high-explosive shots from the Hobgoblins
detonated in big, briefly flashing bursts of heat that developed into clouds of
smoke and metal. Though the anti-tank gun withstood the blasts, nobody was now
alive to man it.


"Absolutely not." Parinita
said, smiling. "After seeing all this movie magic?"


She pulled up another shell and
dropped it with some effort onto the upper ready rack.


"There's no place I feel safer in
than at your side, Madiha."


"I see."


Madiha smiled, and pulled her
head back from her sight.


"Parinita, do you think it's
appropriate to--"


Parinita cut her off, leaning in for a
kiss that sealed her mouth.


Though the attack could've almost gone
unnoticed in its initial moments, the war was once more growing heated. Over
the radio, cries of "loading AP-HE!" and "unsealing guns"
and "moving on the position" sounded on every conceivable band. There
was an incredible racket on half the channels as if radios had been wedged
under a never-ending stampede of beasts and left broadcasting the noise.
Unencrypted communications detailed every shot taken by every tank and rifle
unit throughout Rangda. Several were 8th Division communications, hapless and
distorted; most now were Motor Rifle communications, deliberately broadcast by
incredulous radio personnel still uncomprehending of the plan.


When Parinita and Madiha's lips
parted, the tanks were turning into Ocean Road.


"I admit, I am a little
nervous." Madiha said.


"What's wrong? Feeling doubtful?
I believe in you." Parinita replied.


They stared fondly into each other's
eyes for a moment. Madiha broke off first.


She looked down the periscope and
spotted the first Elven roadblock ahead.


"I'm afraid I might not find a
one-liner that can impress my lover." Madiha said.


Parinita laughed.


There were sandbags and crates, and
two light machine guns alongside a long rifleman, probably an anti-tank sniper.
Madiha hardly felt the shots from the sniper inside the tank. She knew they
were striking the gun mantlet, trying to shoot away her sight and periscope,
but the armor shrugged them off so utterly that she only knew there was gunfire
from the muzzle flashes. Both light machine gunners had rudimentary anti-tank
training. They fired tracers against the tracks and against the hatches and
around where the sights and vision ports would have been, hoping to frighten
the tankers away.


Madiha's men and women had more
discipline than that.


"Fire at will! Load High
Explosive!"


Parinita seized the shell from the
ready rack and passed it along.


Madiha loaded, briefly aimed, and
fired.


Her shell soared through the air and
struck the crates along the edge of the sandbag emplacement, sending splinters
and fragments flying in every direction. Everyone in the position must have
felt the sting of some flying projectile, either metal or wood, or the force of
the explosion as a concussive burst. All gunfire ceased from the roadblock.


"Madiha!"


At the sound of her lover's
excitement, Madiha pulled back from the gun.


Parinita pointed at the radio.
"Strike Five has broken through to Northern Ocean Road and are working
their way through anti-tank traps and enemy armor. We may be home free."


"Good. We'll make a little more
mess here. I still have to say my line."


Madiha pointed the formation toward
the next closest roadblock.


"Enemy armor incoming!"
Parinita warned.


She was receiving updates from the
Kobolds and spotters; they must have seen enemy tanks moving away from other
road battles and toward the confluence of the attacks at Ocean Road. This was
the place with the most to lose and to gain, where any fool would have attacked
and any lesser fool defended. There were Ayvartan tanks in hiding, either
abandoned or captured or pinned down for the Elven taking; there was an
Ayvartan commander trapped; there was Elven traffic, routing through to every
part of Rangda.


It was the place where Madiha had to
be the loudest.


"I'll engage them. Strike Three, break off from me and wind around the flanks."


Parinita nodded her head as the
approving responses came flooding in through the radio.


The Rakshasa moved from the upper
corner of the diagonal formation to its center.


Around it the attendant Hobgoblins
split up.


Ahead, the next roadblock, built
from the husk of a damaged Goblin tank, lay abandoned.


Madiha spotted Lubon's finest fleeing
at the sight of the tank.


The Rakshasa shrugged off the lesser
machine and pushed into the center of Ocean Road.


Ahead of her she could see a mass of
gunfire in the air. The bulk of the Elven forces had moved toward the site of
their first engagement, against Strike Five. Cannons and small arms
traded shots across the road bisecting key positions atop the sloping Ocean
Road. As the sun traveled, the combatants cast eerie shadows, standing in the
gloom of decrepit buildings and damaged pedestrian overpasses and the debris of
downed planes and burnt-out tanks, painting a stark picture that was
periodically lit up bright by the tracers.


"Madiha, the tanks are moving in!
We've two-- no, three small ones, one with a big gun!"


Madiha kept her eyes peeled on the
road, and spotted the enemy platoon as it moved in.


All three tanks were identical to the
ones before, with riveted armor and four big wheels.


One of them had a strange extension at
the front of its gun.


This one was the first to open fire.


When its gun flashed the effect was
diffused and abnormal.


Madiha was unprepared for the muzzle
velocity; she barely registered that a gun fired.


In the next instant the shell struck
the gun mantlet, and the turret shook.


She did not hear the tell-tale clanking
of the shell's deflected remains coming back down.


It must have shattered from the sheer
brute force of the attack.


"It's a squeeze-bore."
Madiha said.


She couldn't see it on the periscope;
switching to the gun sight and adjusting the magnification allowed her to
spot the tell-tale barrel extender on the enemy's 2-pounder.


"Can it penetrate?" Parinita
said, betraying a hint of anxiety as she passed on a shell.


"No."


Madiha would never know definitively;
she said no because she would not allow it.


Loading a shell, she targeted the tank
with the extension first.


Her own muzzle velocity was not as
explosive as that of a squeeze bore; but by her hand the shell easily cut the
distance and struck the enemy tank, setting alight the turret.


Covering the flanks of the defeated
tank, the other elven lights opened fire with their stock, unmodified 2-pounder
guns. Sans the squeeze-bore, the shots deflected off the Rakshasa's body with
such silken ease that Madiha hardly felt them. She casually turned her turret
to meet them, and systematically fired one shot, turned, and fired the next.


Both machines went up in flames.


"I think this is it." Madiha
said. "Send the signal."


Parinita nodded.


She stood up on her seat, and struck a
trigger on the side of the turret.


Outside, a smoke launcher popped.


Instead of a smoke charge, however, it
shot a flare.


Madiha felt her heartbeat quicken. It
was time to put the plan into action.


"Will you be ok?" She asked
her partner.


In response, Parinita leaned
closer and drew her lips into a sudden kiss again.


Feeling the moist warmth of her
lover's lips, pulling her own, and the forwardness with which she sought the
touch, Madiha yielded. For a moment, inside the sweltering turret, rattling and
smelling of smoke, the two were locked together in a utopia of their own ardor.
Neither moved their hands. It was all lips, tongue, a
mischievous hint of teeth.


When they parted, Parinita winked
coquettishly.


"I'm a very distracting person,
I'll have you know." She said.


Madiha's eyes lingered on her lover,
and she silently agreed.


"Go be a hero." Parinita
smiled.


She pulled up the radio handset, and
configured the set to broadcast over the Elven bands.


After a few moments of broadcasting
alert and attention, she turned the handset over.


Madiha tapped on the handset
microphone, smiled, and spoke into it in perfect Elvish.


"Is that iron I smell, Paladin,
or your army's blood becoming mist?"










Parinita covered her mouth, trying not
to burst out laughing.


"I must have missed the mark, I
take it?" Madiha said.


"You never miss." Parinita
replied.


Nodding, Madiha climbed up onto her
seat and pushed the hatch up, and left the tank.


Watching her go, Parinita felt a sense
of anxiety, true; but also a deep satisfaction.


Madiha looked so gallant in that
bodysuit, it truly captured her features well, and tightly.


Even the vest seemed to compliment her
perfectly.


Riding off to battle, first on the
modern world's steed, and now, in another.


Parinita was once upset to see her on
the front lines.


Truly what she wanted was to be there
with her. To be where she was.


Now she had that chance, to fight
alongside her, to fight with her, to fighter for her.


She felt exquisite! For someone like
her, who struggled to find value, this was amazing.


It gave her hope that she and Madiha could
do anything, survive anything.


She shifted from the radio
operator/loader's seat to the gunner/commander's seat.


Parinita looked through the periscope
and found more enemies coming in from the side streets. They had likely been
redeployed from ongoing elven attacks to try to patch up the situation in Ocean
Road. Because of the relatively small number of tanks and infantry
participating in Madiha's attack, they likely believed they could fend it off
easily.


Now that the Hobgoblin and Rakshasa
had shown their capabilities, the Elves must have been panicking. Everything
had to be rushing down to Ocean Road at top speed.


Just as Madiha wanted it. All they had
to do now was keep up the carnage.


Foom--


There was a bang and a rumble that
Parinita felt even in her gut.


She heard a sequence of rhythmic
thumps as upturned concrete flew up and came down over her turret in chunks.
Through the periscope, she spotted two enemy tracked vehicles, squat and
open-topped, carrying what seemed like small, short-barreled portable
howitzers. They approached from behind the wrecks of the previous wave of
doomed enemy armor, keeping their distance and attacking directly with their
explosive shells.


Her vision was momentarily obscured
when a shell detonated against the glacis plate.


There was again a cacophony of
short-lived dings and bangs as fragments bounced off the armor. Parinita had
learned from experience and from her girlfriend that explosive shells could
inflict some damage to heavy tanks, but they had to be powerful enough to
dislodge or cave-in the armor. This required monstrously large guns. No pack
howitzer could do it.


Parinita flipped her hair haughtily,
and laughed.


"Hah! I'll show you the
power of radio personnel!"


She reached for where the top shell rack
was, but her arm settled instead on the radio.


"This is Strike Three Actual!
Fire Mission Request, TRP Six, Six, Five, Four, Azimuth--"


As she began to give her artillery
orders, the Rakshasa backed slowly away.


"--This is Adesh Gurunath! Order
received! Commencing fire mission!"


"Don't range it! Saturation on
point. Mark!" Parinita replied.


Moments later, a shell fell among the
two artillery tractors, and a pillar of dust blew up.


Behind the cloud a dozen shells
followed, and a dozen more.


Churned concrete, dust, burning
gasoline; deep flashes rose and fell away in intensity within the
ever-expanding cloud as the shellfire pulverized the artillery tractors and
smashed up the street up and down and around the coordinates Parinita had
given. Without a ranging shot the artillery was wildly inaccurate, but there
was so much fire that the tractors were ground to pieces from the sheer volume.
Everyone on Ocean Road must have heard and seen the explosions, so many and so
fierce they were. Parinita grinned.


She stuck out her chest and saluted,
feeling proud of herself.


"Driver, bring me closer! I want
to be so close I can hit them with my machete!"


Playing the part of the distraction
was perhaps getting to her head.


But being able to take part in the
battle, supporting Madiha at her side--


It was exhilarating!


With the driver's silent compliance,
the Rakshasa began to move.


Ahead, the battle raged on. Shells
exchanged, machine guns blaring, and troops moving.


Elven forces from all over were
retreating back to Ocean Road.


That focal point would be their
undoing.


Everything was happening as Madiha had
planned and Parinita had statted out.










In a dusty alleyway off of Ocean Road,
Colonel Madiha Nakar vanished wraithlike from the distance battle of Ocean
Road. She was met along a side-street by a small cadre of soldiers all
saluting her at once. She nodded her head, crossed her arms, and a pair of them
broke the lock to a nearby shutter door into a small garage. It had been a
family owned place, promising custom work and difficult repairs done with a
gentle hand. A vehicle shop.


Now the owners were gone, and the
machinery replaced. When they raised the shutter, the secret cadre instead
found Sergeant Agni, slick with oil and grease, holding a wrench. She was
surrounded by spare parts, puddles of nondescript fluid, and piles of various
tools.


She stood, half-undressed, her exposed
belly and shoulders grimy, her hair wet.


Her face was inexpressive when she met
them.


Madiha averted her eyes slightly, as
she felt a modest, spoken-for woman should.


Agni picked up her jacket from the
floor and started buttoning it up.


"How went the special
mission?" Madiha asked, a grin on her face.


"When you told me to veer right
back around and find a workshop I was skeptical."


Agni turned around, and suddenly
pulled the tarp off a series of objects in the garage.


Beneath the tarps were several
motorcycles, one with an armed sidecar.


There was a glint of something in
Agni's eyes as she beheld them.


"I must admit, however, that the
project was challenging and kept me engaged for the few desperate, hurried
hours I had to complete it before potential discovery and death."


"I apologize for the suddenness
of my request. But you appear to have succeeded."


Agni crossed her arms, staring at
her handiwork. Though she bore no smile or frown, her body language and
demeanor subtly communicated what must have been swelling pride.


"Your service has been
extraordinary, Agni. Have you any reward in mind?" Madiha asked.


"May I drive you?" Agni
quickly asked.


Madiha smiled. "That can't be
your reward! It's what I always had planned."







 


 














































64. Dominoes


 


52nd of the Aster’s Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


 


Tambwe Dominance, Rangda City –
Council


 


Palladin Arsenica Livia Varus felt her
brain trembling as she tried to process the sudden, deadly turn in her
fortunes. She had hastily recalled all of her radio personnel back to her
communications room upon discovering Von Drachen's escape, and there she stood,
pacing, rubbing her temples, eyes wide open, jaw hanging open enough to gasp.


"Order all units to fall back to
Council and Ocean Road! Shut them down immediately!"


This nonspecific order belied her
helplessness. On all sides the Ayvartan attack was slicing through her units.
She was being pushed back from Rangda University, from the old 8th Division
base, from Ocean Road itself. Madiha Nakar had come suddenly alive again and
was sweeping her aside wherever she moved. Arsenica tried to raise her
voice but her voice was not a gun, and all around the Lady Paladin, her guns
were being silenced, one by one, shot by shot. Radio contact was sketchy at
best, and she was short on field leadership.


It was almost enough to make her regret
having sacrificed the Paladin combat team once led by her rival for the throne,
Gwendolyn Vittoria. Almost, but not quite. She had her pride and still, and
this pride was the rod set against her spine and keeping her upright.
Throughout the battle, she waited, and she paced, and she hovered like a grim
reaper over her radio personnel, over her tactical advisors, over the maps on
the battlefield table.


"I want the Cheshires to dig in
right on Ocean Road, do not allow anything through! I want barricades erected
with whatever can be spared, and I want every gun we've got peering over or
around cover and shooting until we're out of ammunition! Use captured Ayvartan
weapons, use anything! Throw rocks if you have to! We cannot let them
through!"


Paladin Arsenica shouted as if it was
a lack of effort and motivation that rendered a rock unable to pierce a tank.
Her radio personnel relayed her orders with trembling voices and shaking hands,
and they sat at the edge of their seats as if standing on tip-toe, nervously
awaiting futile replies. There was nothing for them to hear back save
incredulity and desperation, none of which was communicated back to the
Paladin. But she was not as foolish as everyone around her assumed, not
completely. She knew what was happening.


She was content, however, to remain
uninformed. Ignorance allowed for some hope.


Then came the dreadful final blow in
the place least expected. Northern Rangda, so stable, quiet, the bulwark sector
that had been clinched by the elves at the start of the battle, began to call
Arsenica's headquarters. They called for help. Arsenica's operators could
hardly pass on the depth of the fear in their contact's voices, and so Arsenica
was coaxed into speaking and listening personally. She discovered then that
horrific, final truth.


Amid sounds of heated gunfire, a
woman's voice pleaded, "Lady Paladin, we need support right away, the 8th
Division is attacking every defensive line, and they've broken through to the
east and south, heading into Ocean Road! We can't contain them like this!"


Arsenica said nothing, and put the
handset back onto the radio, and turned away.


The 8th Division, which had been
several times humiliated, demoralized, broken, disarmed. Pushed into hiding in
the darkest, deepest recesses of the city, cut off from supply and command,
their communications compromised. Madiha Nakar had damaged them and the elven
landings had broken them. So then, why? How? She thought she was hearing all
their radio chatter: were they sending fake broadcasts and communicating
personally among themselves? She could have sworn they were defeated, and yet
here they were, using the last of their blood, bayonets and paltry ammunition
to assault her.


And they were winning.


And they had won.


When this sudden surge of manpower met
the lines of the Ayvartan motorized infantry under Nakar, they would become as
floodwater uncontained. Surely that was their goal; any fool could see that
Madiha Nakar had struck some kind of bargain with her former enemies against
the threat of the elves, and this was the result. Arsenica had nothing that
could stop such a press of bodies. She was barely hanging on as it was because
Madiha Nakar had to stretch herself thin to cover the entirety of Arsenica's
line, as she desired to.


Had Von Drachen realized what was
happening? She had taken an interest in him, but like all the toys of her
girlhood, she had ignored him and was all but ready to discard him.


She could not indulge this fantasy for
too long; gunfire erupted outside.


There was an explosion, one not
distant enough, that alarmed the whole building.


The Paladin stared out the door,
speechless.


Everyone in the room was looking at
her.


Arsenica had a haunted appearance. Her
skin had turned ghost-pale, her eyes shadowed.


She turned to the radio operators,
then cast a sweeping glare at the knights out in the hall.


"What are you all waiting for? An
order to retreat? You will receive none! You will remain here or lose your
honor as cowards! Who do you think you are? Who do you think I am?"


She drew her sword, and advanced out
into the hall, red in the face.


There was a yelp of fear and a most
surprising result.


As Arsenica raised her hand to strike
down the first subordinate who looked to eager to run, she was struck in the
face by an iron-gloved fist. She felt the cold of the gauntlet and the heat of
rushing blood as the fist swiped across her face. Arsenica dropped to the
ground, bloody, her nose broken, in excruciating pain. She looked through her
hands, pressing on her own face and mouth as if trying to keep the blood in,
and saw the face of a stoic, black-haired elven woman, who gave her a filthy
look as she lay on the carpet.


"Gisella?" Arsenica cried,
in disbelief and despondence.


Gisella turned her back and left the
hall at a brisk pace.


From around the departing knight, some
lesser subordinates became emboldened.


Three younger girls approached
Arsenica, and with vengeance in their eyes, lifted their metal boots and
kicked. They struck her breasts, her belly, her limbs.
Arsenica cried out and pleaded, but they neither intended to sustain their
assault nor stay it completely. Each girl delivered several quick, hit and run
kicks, before running away, peeling back one by one as each had their seconds
fill of thrashing their superior. Shaking, bleeding, hardly able to move,
Arsenica curled up on the ground, and cried, her vision blurring with pain.


Passing beside her, the radio
personnel then fled, thankfully without violence.


Within minutes, the hallway and the
room and maybe the council building, were empty.


Empty, save for a blonde,
classically-elven girl, shaking in her ill-fitting breastplate.


She looked barely an adult and
her eyes were filled with tears.


When everyone had left, she approached
Arsenica.


The Paladin covered her body with her
arms as best as she could, and curled up.


She was expecting to be struck, but
instead, the girl touched her gently.


"Lady Paladin, I'm sorry, please,
lets get you back up."


Arsenica groaned, every inch of her
body screaming with pain as the girl helped her to stand on one foot, and
supported the woman over her shoulder. Huffing and puffing with the effort, the
girl struggled to get Arsenica back into the communications room, where she
laid her on the couch, and wiped the blood from her face, and brought her wine.


"It's my ration ma'am. You can
have it."


She poured the drink between
Arsenica's broken, bloody lips.


It was hot. That wine had been in a
tin pressed against this girl's body for days.


And yet, that strange act of kindness
gave the drink a strange potency.


Arsenica did not feel better. She
could not. But she felt an odd inkling of relief.


Watching her drink, the girl started
wiping her own tears, and looking down at her.


"I'm so sorry ma'am. I couldn't--
I wouldn't have been able to fight them all. I was scared if I pulled my gun
they would all start shooting and everyone would die. I'm so sorry."


She locked eyes with her battered
superior, pulling back the tin once it was empty.


"You-- you don't deserve it
ma'am. I admired you for a very long time ma'am. Those girls have no
upbringing! How dare they do this. I wish I could've
stopped it. I'm so sorry about everything. All of us, if we'd tried harder, we
wouldn't be in this situation. I'm sorry."


That girl apologized more and more and
the reasons why made less and less sense.


Arsenica wanted to ask her for her
name, but she couldn't find the strength to talk.


Instead, she curled up tighter, and
wept, traumatized and uncomprehending.


 


Rangda City -- Ocean Road
Heights


 


When the car turned the corner
onto Ocean Road, Gulab Kajari's senses were finally able to put a presence on
the storm of sound that had taken over Rangda. She saw the tracers
flying with such frequency and intensity that the gunfire seemed continuous,
like beams of light linking one position to another. Far downhill at the
opposite end of the road, the Elves held the connection to Council with
desperate ferocity, and it was here that the thickest gunfire flashed and
raged. Hobgoblin tanks lobbed high-explosive shells against two-lengths thick
sandbag walls, while hiding in alleyways to avoid the fire of a large
anti-aircraft gun -- the only weapon the Elves had secured that could harm
them.


Along the center of the thoroughfare,
Elven infantry clung for dear life to storefronts and offices, struggling to
stave off the attack of the motorized infantry weaving in through the side
roads and back alley streets. This part of the battlefield was cut in pieces,
and each Elven position was an island of resistance amid a seemingly inexorable
tide of Ayvartans. Methodically, Gulab's comrades in the moto-infantry
surrounded, suppressed, infiltrated and destroyed Elven positions, going
building to building in brutal but effective fashion.


Near the top of the hill, the Elves
had their strongest and most secure presence, linked to their northern
strongholds in the parts of the city where resistance had evaporated out of
fear of a strategic bombardment that never came. Having not had to fight for
position, these Elves had all of their equipment mostly intact, their morale
unbruised, and all the time in the world to fortify. While their tanks had left
to challenge the Hobgoblins farther downhill, their infantry positions were
mutually supporting, entrenched, and dangerous, and they seemed to have
received no orders but to hold the hilltop at all costs. Probing attacks by the
1st Motor Rifles had been softly repulsed. This was the place least in flux.


As Gulab and company arrived, she was
seated on the turret of the armored car and quickly spotted where the tide
was turning. From the side connections to Ocean Road Heights, came pouring in
groups of previously unallied Ayvartan riflemen. The hated 8th Division, the
traitors, the loyalists to the imperialist cause, had woven through Elven
territory and were launching attacks once more. Gulab watched the Elven
rearguard's hilltop machine gun positions, unaware of her car's presence,
light up, and they rained gunfire on the road they defended. A squadron of
8th Division riflemen fell a dozen meters out, having turned a corner to meet a
wall of bullets. More of them came from behind like a human wave.


Men ran out, roared or cheered as if
summoning power, charged the guns, and died.


There were barely shots fired against
the machine guns. Men stacked up in corners, but hardly waited before rushing
out piecemeal. It was as if bodies had become ammunition.


The 8th Division was spent. They had
no more tanks, no more fuel, no more artillery, and limited
small ammunition. However, they also had no way out of it now but to
fight.


And so with bayonet in hand like the
soldiers of the old wars, they charged and fought.


Gulab was sure none of them
rationalized it as "suicidal." But it looked that way to her.


"This is senseless." Gulab
said, looking down from her scope. "I don't care about those men, they
killed friends of ours! But this is just stupid! They're wasting their
lives."


From below her, Charvi Chadgura looked
up from a radio console, inexpressive.


"They make a good
distraction." She said, a little too callously for Gulab's taste.


"Smoke mortars make a good
distraction too." Gulab said.


"It's not our call. It's not even
Colonel Nakar's. We can't really control them. We have our hands full
coordinating our own maneuvers. The 8th has its own officers. Our bargain was
that if they fight they will be disarmed and evacuated with the civilians
peacefully. It was either that, or they remain traitors if we win and enemies
to the Elves if we lose."


Gulab sighed. She supposed all of
that was true and no greater leniency merited.


After all they were traitors, and they
had nearly killed her friend-- well, her lover, now.


Gulab looked down at Charvi, who was
looking up.


She smiled weakly, remembering the
kiss they shared, and returned to her gun.


On the scope she saw the 8th Division
men dying and she waited for her chance.


She had no pity for them, she did not
want to make friends. They had made her comrades' lives miserable, isolated
them, scapegoated them, attacked them, killed them, all because of their
loyalty to a man who was out for himself. They could've believed in their
comrades and in the good things all of them had accomplished, but instead they
believed in tearing it all down to satisfy their own greed. Even after all that
had happened, none of them had the courage to renounce their actions until
Elves fell from the sky and humiliated them.


No, Gulab had no pity. However, men
dying at the feet of a machine gunner was useless. It was almost irritating.
How dare they fight her so viscerally a few hours ago, to now surrender to
their fates this easily? Gulab was not a real officer, or at least, she did not
consider herself one. But without her knowing it, there was an inkling of
officer-thought that was now bothering her. It was the feeling that in her
hands there was a plan that made more sense than this. A burdensome ego that
could become leadership; she had it.


"When do we attack?" Gulab
asked.


Everything was set to go off. She had
already loaded high-explosive into the 45mm gun on this Gbahali armored car.
The top-side turret, taken from a Goblin tank, had enough explosive power to
obliterate something like a machine gun nest. Married to a car with armor
proof against machine guns, it made an excellent skirmisher. Gulab had worked the
turret on an earlier, rougher model in Bada Aso. This one was pristine, with a
clearer, farther-seeing scope, quicker electric controls and turret traverse,
and a wet ammo rack.


She waited for a moment for Charvi
Chadgura's quick, unemotional orders. She was monitoring the radio, making
false calls that the Elves could pick up over the 8th Division's known
frequencies. This was part of Colonel Nakar's battle plan.


"When they manage to separate the
positions, or when the Elves rush to reload."


Gulab nodded down at Charvi and
returned to the scope, and the grizzly sights.


Moments later she spotted her
opportunity.


An 8th Division soldier threw a
grenade far enough to land into the Elves' position. Just as quickly, a
monarchist soldier picked up the grenade and threw it back, but not quickly
enough, and it detonated in mid-air over the machine gun nests, causing a
moment of confusion. Gulab shouted that she was engaging the enemy position;
having already trained her gun on the central machine gun nest, Gulab hit the
electric pedal trigger.


Gulab's 45mm HE shell went flying
from the hilltop corner and down into the machine gun nest, exploding
amid the Lubonin gunners. Their machine gun shot skyward, reduced to shards of
metal, while their corpses hid within a red and black mist. At the
flanks, the remaining machine guns lost the central pillar of their
network, and the 8th Division soldiers started closing in much more
effectively. Within moments, they had infiltrated.


"The 8th Division's got an in!
Are we moving with them?" Gulab shouted down.


"To a point." Charvi shouted
back. She turned over her shoulder to the driver, whom Gulab could not see from
her vantage on the turret. "Take us down. I'll signal the
Svechthans."


The armored car got moving. Charvi
looked back up at Gulab and held up her hand.


"Our mission is to create a
distraction so our special rifle squad can extract Major El-Amin safely. Please
be careful with your fire; friendlies will be fighting among us in the
street."


Gulab grumbled. "Yeah, yeah, I
know! I'm not stupid! You think I'd get them killed?"


"You know I trust you. But
sometimes, you become too immersed in the battle."


Gulab grumbled more because she knew
it was true and did not like to be told as much.


"Fine, fine. Why don't you get up
here and direct my fire then." Gulab said.


"Splendid idea."


Before Gulab could protest, Charvi had
already climbed the footholds up into the turret, stepped up past Gulab's
position at the front with the gun, and popped open the tank's upper hatch.
Cool air and the reddening light of the late sun flooded the turret, along
with the unvarnished noise of the carnage unfolding outside. Gulab hardly knew
how much the armor insulated her from the noise until Charvi invited all
of it in. The Sergeant stayed half out of the turret, and began communicating
through the tank's intercomm.


"Target dead ahead, Gulab. Start
putting HE on it right now!"


Through the scope, Gulab watched as
the armored car drove through the middle of the road, past the machine gun
nests, where the 8th Division fought hand to hand with the remaining gunners
and their support personnel. She heard machine gun fire, and saw the tracers go
flying from her own vehicle. There was a front gunner in the passenger
seat, shooting across the front of the car's path to keep the fleeing elves in
flight. In the middle of the enemy camp, past the machine guns, the armored car
came to a stop, and running out ahead of them came several Svechthans, who took
positions behind crates and rear sandbag walls, and trained their anti-tank and
sniper rifles downhill on the road.


"Chadguri, Gulachka! My scouts
infiltrated the enemy line and have eyes on VIP."


On the radio Gulab heard Sergeant
Nikayla Illynichna of the venerated Svechthan snipers, and she trusted her
assessment implicitly. She spotted the small, ice-blue-haired woman on the
front, hiding behind a crate and looking out periodically with her binoculars.
She was an expert in stealth, but was now burdened with a radio pack,
coordinating a team.


Charvi responded. "Good work
Sergeant. Tell your team to hide and keep eyes on."


"Will do." Sergeant
Illynichna turned back to the road. Gulab watched as she then quickly got on
the radio again with an urgent expression. "We've got a more
immediate problem! More of those bastards are out to take back this
position. They've got an armored carrier and a tank with them. You should be
able to see them turning the corner now."


Gulab focused the scope on the next
corner downhill from the captured Elven defenses, and spotted brown-vested enemy
soldiers with thick caps and padded elbows and knees, running out with rifles
and light machine guns. Those were the parachute troops, the elite fighters of
the enemy's invasion force. Most of them had died in the landing, but those who
survived put up the toughest fight out of all the Elven infantry, in Gulab's
experience.


However, the infantry was the least
concern. Trailing behind them was an open-topped, square vehicle, tracked, one
of those 'universal carriers', and trailing behind that was
one of the elven light tanks, with its thick gun mantlet and small turret, and
huge road wheels.


"Can our armored car withstand a
shot from that?" Gulab asked over the radio.


"We're not going to be shot by
them." Charvi quickly replied. "Sergeant, move ahead in cover and act
as a spotter. I'll link you to our artillery support. Act quickly."


Sergeant Illynichna could hardly
have heard this proclamation when she decided to run out of cover and
to the steep part of the hill. She had her sniper rifle with her, but it was
not an anti-tank rifle and certainly not meant to be fired at anything with
armor. She crouched behind a mailbox, peered around it, and took aim down
the hill.


She fired one tracer out into the air,
and it sputtered uselessly against the tank.


In response, the enemy infantry took a
knee and pelted the mailbox with bullets.


At their side, their tank began to
turn its turret and take aim for the hilltop.


"Slow down the tank!"
Illynichna shouted into the radio.


Gulab blinked, and quickly loaded
another round into the gun and aimed downhill.


"Firing armor-piercing, high
explosive!" She announced.


She took her shot and watched the
tracer go flying into the front of the enemy tank's turret. An explosion
followed, and the tank rocked from the force of the attack, but was not
penetrated. Realizing it was endangered, the elven light tank began to move
forward again, and for the moment its shooting had
been suppressed, though not permanently.


"I've got them." Sergeant
Illynichna said. She shouted coordinates into the radio.


Gulab was perplexed at the numbers and
letters, but Charvi recalled them all perfectly.


She repeated the coordinates over the
radio to an different entirely different team.


"This is Adesh Gurunath. We hear
you Sergeant. 76mm artillery barrage, on the way."


Gulab was pleased to hear from one of
her favorite kids again, though she could not help but think he sounded very
weary and distant, compared to how she remembered him.


In moments, Adesh's voice was followed
by trails in the sky and the whistling of shells overhead. Dozens of shells
soared over the northern Ayvartan penetration in the Elven front and struck
amid the arriving enemy forces. Across the next minute Gulab watched as
a punishing cascade of explosives obscured the enemy, sending the
Lubonin infantry scurrying for cover, lighting the universal carrier ablaze,
and blunting their attempt to retake the heights. Shells that landed near the
tank failed to penetrate the armor, but a fateful explosion split its track. Hatches
went up, and the tankers fled with their support.


"Fire mission complete. Effect on
target, Sergeant?" Adesh called again.


"Substantial!" Gulab butted
in before Charvi could reply. "Good to hear from you kid!"


"Ah, Corporal Kajari. Thank you.
It's nice to hear from you too." He said.


"You sound tired. Take a rest
kid. You've done well! It's all clear streets here."


Adesh seemed to hesitate upon hearing
that. He sighed a little bit.


"Thank you. Will do. Please be
careful." He replied, before signing off.


"Thank you." Charvi said.
She looked down from the turret hatch at Gulab. "Who?"


"Don't you remember the nice
gunner kids, from the church in Bada Aso?"


"Vaguely."


"Jeez. You need to pay more
attention."


Soon as Gulab said that a bullet went
whizzing by Charvi and forced her down.


"Get in now!" Gulab cried
out in horror.


Charvi practically dropped off the
footholds of the turret top. She landed roughly behind Gulab on the gunnery
seat. They both heard and felt loud, continuous gunfire breaking against the
turret's front armor and the open, armored hatch overhead. Gulab breathed in
deep once she had Charvi by her side again; who knew what could have happened?


"Driver, back us up--"


Though she tried calling on the radio,
Charvi quickly realized there was no answer and in fact, nobody else on the
intercomm. She could hear nothing from the front or below.


Gulab looked through the scope, just
in time for a bullet to shatter it.


She had seen, however, a 20mm Nochtish
Sturm autocannon shooting at them.


"One of those carriers is coming
this way, armed with a 20mm!" Gulab said.


Charvi dropped farther below, and
stared into the driver's compartment silently.


She looked back up, and shook her
head.


Gulab blindly loaded a shell into the
gun and fired ahead.


Not knowing what she was aiming for or
what she hit, she could not possibly fight back.


Up overhead, several more rounds
visibly flew by the turret hatch.


In front, several more struck the gun
mantlet.


Suddenly, a hole opened in the armor.


A 20mm AP round flew past Gulab,
ricocheted, and fell down into the compartment below.


Charvi ducked. It clanked harmlessly
below them.


Gulab was fixated on the tiny hole in
the armor, through which a beam of light entered the gloomy turret interior,
and from which, she felt, she could hear all of the chaos outside distilled
into a single point. She saw the beam, touching her shoulder, as if to guide
the next bullet in. She was speechless, and she never felt more vulnerable and
exposed.


On the radio, Sergeant Illynichna shouted
desperately amid blazing gunfire.


"Gulachka, I'm pinned down! An
anti-tank carrier is moving on you! Retreat now!"


Below her, Charvi reached out a hand
to signal her to stop.


But Gulab had already noticed the
hatch overhead and stubbornly made for it.


"Stay where you are, armored car!
We're coming to help!"


There was a new voice on the radio,
deep and affirming, and before Gulab could do something stupid and dangerous
with her life, a shell sailed past the armored car.










Amid the haphazard wave of mixed 8th
Division and 1st Motorized Infantry rode a small but inexplicably
fierce-looking Kobold tank, barreling through its own ranks at top speed and
coming to settle atop the Ocean heights as if issuing a challenge to the road
defenders.


All Elven ammunition was immediately
turned toward it, but as it trundled forward, it seemed impregnable and
unstoppable for its size, as bad as the Hobgoblins farther afield.


Automatic gunfire from the anti-tank
carrier turned from the stranded Gbahali, its nose and face and the drivers
behind it perforated and chewed up completely, to the newcomer tank, and
showered it in a volley. Again, the tank approached implacably and fired.


Across the road from the stranded
armored car the universal carrier and its 20mm Sturm autocannon burst into
flames, its ammunition stock detonated by the accurate 45mm gunshot. Roaring
past the wreck went the Kobold tank, clearly battle-damaged but just
as clearly patched up. Chunks of plate from disparate tanks had been bolted
onto the frame at disparate angles to create shot traps and ricochet surfaces,
and wheels pillaged from different frames had been stuck in the track in a
meticulous, inventive fashion.


Ayvartan and Svechthan infantry
watched it go, mouths agape, utterly bewildered.


Lubonin infantry stood bravely for
enough time to shoot and to have no effect.


On the driver's side, a machine gun
blared incessantly, firing across the front of the tank without aiming and
finally causing the newly emboldened Elves to flee despite the success of their
lost Sturm cannon against the enemy. Though effective against the armored car,
the small, sharp shells failed on this new beast. Meanwhile the 45mm gun on the
one-man turret scanned the road ferociously for prey. Anti-tank rifle shots
bounced off its mantlet, and failed to strike its deeply recessed optics. It
could not be blinded as easily as Gulab's car was, and it could not be stranded
any easier. The driver's-side hatch was reinforced, and the machine gun
was welded into an armored, pivoting ball-mount.


Once more, the Ayvartans were
advancing, Lubon retreating, and Ocean Road buckling.


"Identify yourself, Kobold tank.
What is your designation and orders?"


Sergeant Charvi Chadgura was mostly
inexpressive but still showed a muted concern.


Inside the tank, Danielle Santos and
Caelia Suessen grinned to themselves, perhaps a little too satisfied with the
job Danielle had performed on the tank, and with the nature of the mission they
had, well, given themselves after
some consideration. A few hours ago neither of them would have thought they
would travel so far together just in Rangda's streets.


Together on the radio, they declared,
"Harmony 'Perfect Fifth', is on the assault ma'am!"


There was silence on the radio, and
then a burst of laughter from Corporal Kajari.


"We've been briefed on the
situation and we're going to help rescue Major El-Amin." Caelia finally
said. "Please leave this place to us, ma'am. We'll hold the road."


"We're uh, not much for safe
extraction, but we can distract them." Danielle added.


After some more silence, they heard a
weak sigh on the radio.


"We will focus on the rescue
then. Me, Corporal Kajari, and the Svecthan troops."


"Roger!" Both Danielle and
Caelia replied.


As their officers extricated
themselves from their dead armored car and moved to secure the objective, the
Kobold tank instead charged heedlessly forward toward the next Elven staging
area farther downhill on the road, hoping to stem any chance of reinforcement,
and any chance of escaping with the captives through Ocean. Elves and their
last few vehicles had been coming in from around the corner a few blocks away.
Caelia had eyes on the corner and the enemy's hasty blocking position; Danielle
drove them forward, one hand on the sticks, another on an improvised machine
gun lever to let her shoot.


"Harmony 'Perfect Fifth'..."
Danielle said to herself off radio, mildly giggling.


"It sounds silly." Caelia
said, once they were off the radio. "It's really not my aesthetic."


"Oh, but I love
it so much. Thank you for playing along." Danielle replied amiably.


"Hey, you decided to
follow along with my unreasonable plan, so." Caelia said.


Danielle paused for a moment, hands on
the levers. "El-Amin's important to you, so--"


"Shayma's a friend." Caelia
said. She said it in a tone that implied correction.


"And our superior, so I know, it
means a lot to you that--" Danielle did not seem to get it.


Caelia knew that tone of voice and cut
in quickly but gently to direct her partner away.


"Hey, listen, if it was you who
was captured I would throw everything down to my
harmonica at them until they let you go." She said. "God forbid, I'd
drive the tank."


"You'd drive the tank?"


"I'd drive the tank."


"For me?"


"For you."


Danielle sighed fondly. "Well, I
guess that settles it."


Caelia sighed herself. "You're
still nervous."


"Well. Well, It's
not necessarily that but, it's like--"


"Listen." Caelia quickly
added. "Danielle, you're special to me. Okay? You've been there for
me for so long. Nobody else has been this close. And I wouldn't want
anyone else."


Danielle chuckled a little.
"Alright."


She sounded relieved. Caelia smiled to
herself.


Danielle could be a little difficult,
but it was always worth it when she was happy.


She bent down to look at her driver, and
found her fiddling with something.


"I've got a plan for up
ahead." Danielle said. "Just get close and face the turret at
them."


"Oh. You did something to the
smoke launchers you jammed on there, right?"


"I did something alright." Danielle replied, chuckling.


Without questioning her partner's
logic for a second, Caelia faced the turret forward.


Danielle let got of the machine gun
and pushed both levers into the next gear setting.


Harmony accelerated at full downhill
speed toward the makeshift barricade. Though the extra weight was a factor,
while moving downhill it did not impede the tank as much, and all of the added
armor was worth it for a small loss of speed. Anti-tank rifles fired on the
approaching tank, but the shots ricocheted harmlessly off the improvised
frontal armor, and even the bulletproof glass on Danielle's visor survived a
direct shot. Danielle started calling out eyeballed meter distances as Harmony
closed in on the enemy position.


"Use the coaxial but not the main
gun!" Danielle cautioned. "I'm almost ready!"


Ahead of them a tank appeared out of
the corner and began to take aim.


"This is going to be tight if I
can't shoot this guy!" Caelia shouted.


"Shoot him a few seconds after we
penetrate!"


"That's even tighter!"


"You can do it! Just try really
hard!"


"I always try really hard!"


"We're there!"


Within a few dozen meters of the
barricade, Danielle left the driver's seat.


She clambered up into the turret,
where she hardly fit, and crawling all over Caelia while doing so, she struck a
series of triggers welded through the turret, for the triple-stacked smoke
launchers she had mounted outside. Instead of the pop of slung smoke grenades,
however, the two of them heard the sharp banging of pistols firing in
succession.


Outside, puffs of smoke burst from the
launchers as rifle grenades launched from the barrels like bottle rockets.
Sixteen grenades flew from the sides of Harmony's turret, flew over the
barricade and exploded in a sequence of bursts and blasts over the Elven
defenders, sending shrapnel into heads and faces, throwing back people behind
sandbags, and spreading a short-lived cloud of smoke and fire over the
haphazard defenses.


"Are you crazy? Get back down
there and drive!" Caelia yelped.


"Shoot the tank now!"
Danielle cried back.


Caelia peered briefly through her
scope and held her breath; Danielle passed her an armor piercing shell.
Everything rumbled as Harmony smashed through sandbags and over machine gun
positions, punching a hole in the barricade. Now on the other side, Caelia loaded
the gun. The Elven light tank opposing them began to retreat, having chickened
before them; Caelia slammed her foot on the gun pedal and shot at the enemy
turret.


Outside Harmony's own turret the
two felt an audible explosion.


Then the interior of the turret shook
wildly.


Caelia and Danielle crashed into one
another and struggled to remain upright.


Harmony came to a sudden stop.


Both women were tangled together, face
to face against the gun.


"Um."


"One sec!"


Caelia looked through the scope and
sighed with a mixture of relief and consternation.


They had nearly run over an elven
universal carrier, and become stuck.


But the enemy tank was ablaze; and the
Elves were in the midst of fleeing.


Caelia turned back to her partner to
find her backing up.


"Sorry. I'll check outside."
She said.


Danielle recovered enough to climb out
of the turret hatch.


Caelia squeezed out with her.


"Ah! It's tight."


"Not unpleasant though."
Danielle murmured.


Together they watched Ayvartan infantry
come streaming through the road and streets, those with weapons firing at the
retreating Lubonin infantry, or throwing grenades, or giving bestial chase with
bayonets and machetes. Far downhill, the battle for the center of Ocean Road
seemed decided, as the exchange of tracer fire had all but ceased.


Farther below, the enemy barricades
had ceased to trade gunfire as well.


Hobgoblin tanks firing red tracers did
the only visible fighting.


Caelia sighed. She felt as if someone
had taken a sack of stones off her back.


"You're ridiculous
sometimes." Caelia said.


"Ridiculously good."
Danielle said.


"Ugh. That too."


There was a call then on the tank
radio, to which Caelia and Danielle were still tethered.


"This is Sergeant Chadgura.
Target secure and extracted. She is alive and safe."


Both Danielle and Caelia sighed
deeply, letting all the tension out of their bodies.


They slumped together over the turret
ceiling. It seemed the fighting was done. Around them the infantry began to
slow down and take stock of the situation. Vehicles started to come up, trucks
and armored cars, ready to extract the wounded and to chase after enemy
stragglers. Danielle and Caelia, bodies pressed together through the hatch
opening, laid back against the metal lid, shoulders together, feeling warmth
through their bodysuits.


Danielle's face turned a little red.
Caelia started to whistle absentmindedly.


"Hey, Caelia, I've got something
I want to give you, if you're okay with it,"


"Sure, anything--"


Caelia did a lethargic turn through
the hatch opening to meet Danielle.


Before her eyes settled on her
partner, their lips had settled together instead.


Danielle laid her hands on Caelia's
shoulders, and the two shared a clumsy kiss, the footholds on the Perfect
Fifth's turret unsteady, unable to support two people with enough space
between them. The two of them found each other on different footing every
moment it seemed, and their lips clumsily separated, their heads bobbing at
different heights. They closed in anew; Caelia took the next kiss, even more
fervently than Danielle initially had, surprising herself with her own passion.
Nearly falling, they kissed until they had sucked the breath from each other,
and parted, gasping, hands on the turret roof for support.


Caelia was speechless. She was
surprised to have finally felt Danielle in this way.


"I love you." Danielle said.


"Wow." Caelia said
awkwardly.


"Wow?"


"Feeling's mutual." Caelia
replied.


Danielle laughed. "This is
awkward, isn't it?"


"It's kind of hard to respond to,
but I'm happy."


"I'm happy too." Danielle
said. Her eyes started to tear up a little. "It's hard to talk, you know,
and we're both kinda, reserved about things. But actions speak louder than
words, you know? So even if we feel a little weird at first, if we can be
together, I'm happy."


"I'd like that."


"I'm glad."


Danielle was clearly nervous, even
with her newfound boldness. It was-- it was cute.


"It'll be like in the
books!" Danielle quickly added. "It's like a lilly story, isn't
it?"


"Yes." Caelia replied,
touching her own lips incredulously.


Danielle sighed, scratching her hair
nervously.


"Was it ok? I stumbled around,
and I think I might've bitten you."


Caelia smiled. She awkardly broke eye
contact, and said, "It was fine. I liked it."


Danielle smiled as if she heard all of
the romance in the world in place of what was said.


 


Rangda City -- Council,
Lubon Defensive Line


 


Minutes before the general collapse of
the Elven line, at the fated focal point where the defenders first buckled, an
anti-tank gunner drew back suddenly, surprised at the sight of several dozen
very strong lights approaching from the Ocean Road connection. In the late
sun they shone violently against him, creating something akin to a traveling
heat mirage whenever he tried to discern them. Immediately he ordered his
battery of three quick-firing two-pounder anti-tank guns to fire on the target.
His crews scrambled to attack.


Though Paladin Varus had ordered a
defensive line built outside the Council building, the effort had been poorly
coordinated and ultimately sabotaged by the Paladin's own easy trust in the
defectors from the captured 8th Division HQ. Von Drachen and his men were gone,
and no multilayered defense could be mustered at all. It was the vain final
hope of the Paladin and her officers that nobody would break through the
fighting on Ocean Road, and for this goal the Cheshire Highlanders and the
Knights were fighting ferociously.


Anything that got through would face
only a lone anti-tank gun and a few riflemen.


Clearly something had broken through.
It was the darkest hour for Lubon's finest, but what made it all the more
vexing was the nature of the enemy; its impossible nature.


As the lights got closer, the gun
commander and his men steeled themselves.


"Load armor-piercing rigid! Fire
on mark!"


Struggling to aim, using the
approaching sound of motors to very roughly gauge the distance, the gun
commander and his crew fired three shells out to the road. Into the lights went
their green tracers; and nothing seemed to follow the attack. Their two-pounder
guns had no explosive shells, and required direct hits to defeat the enemy.
Accurate as the cannon itself was, and intricate as
its sighting equipment happened to be, their volley seemed to have no effect on
the amorphous enemy fast approaching them.


And the closer the enemy came, the
brighter the lights seemed to become.


"Fire again!"


Another round of shells hurtled out of
the tubes, again to no discernible effect.


It was obvious that blinded and without
explosives, there was little the gunners could do.


Moments after the last shot, as the
gun crew reassessed their position as best they could, bullets came flying
at them from within the light source in quick bursts. Submachine gun fire
bounced off their shields and soared past their sandbags. This was the final
straw for the beleaguered gunners, who were low on ammunition, working with a
substandard gun and fighting a dangerous, mysterious, terrifying enemy. Rather
than continue to struggle in vain, they fled amid sporadic gunfire and
disappeared frantically into the urban maze.


Now, truly nothing lay between the
mystery attackers and the Council building.


Past the abandoned anti-tank guns, a
dozen motorbikes sped past.


Each motorbike towed behind it a
contraption covered in mirrors, reflectors and torches set at careful
angles. This device was the source of the strange mirages.


Banking on the fact that the Lubonin
two-pounder gun boasted no explosive shell in its arsenal, and that it would be
hard to aim solid shot at vehicles equipped with the experimental reflector
defenses, the motorbikes had gambled on this attack. They managed to avoid
losing any vehicles, suffering only damage to one reflector device.


"We did it Commander."


"We did, I suppose."


"You do not sound enthused."


"Despite everything, I've ended
up something of a failed Colonel."


Madiha Nakar, on the lead motorbike,
reloaded her submachine gun and sighed.


Staggered behind her in an arrow
formation were the remaining five motorbikes.


"Why do you say that?"


Driving the Colonel's motorbike, her
long, black hair waving freely in the air, Engineer Sergeant Agni stared
sidelong at her passenger, keeping to the center of the formation.


Madiha shook her head. She had enough
time to think, and any time alone with her thoughts in a stressful situation
made Madiha doubt. Her head was filled with darkness.


"I can talk strategy for hours,
but whenever things have become desperate I've had to rely on myself as a
weapon. Parinita has the right of it: a Commander should lead, not fight."


Sergeant Agni seemed unmoved by these
words.


"I'm not a strategic level
officer, so forgive me, Colonel; but I believe you have saved far more lives by
doing whatever it takes to win than by allowing yourself to lose by the book."


"I suppose so."


Madiha was dissatisfied.


She should have defeated the 8th
Division and saved Rangda. That was the plan.


And that plan was supposed to work.
She had accrued every advantage.


Instead the city was partially in
ruins, somewhat ablaze; there were foreign invaders, even more than there were
before, entering the war and driving her into a corner; and some of her own
commanders had been captured or thrown into disarray, crippling her in the
crucial hour and forcing her to struggle to take charge. Ultimately, she came
up with the way to fix the situation: make peace with her old enemy, use them
and her own forces as a distraction, and finish the job herself. She had
identified the most glaring weakness of the Elven force: leadership. She would
break that herself by pressuring their commander.


This was a desperate measure for a
Colonel in command of the most experimental and high-tech ground combat
formation in the new Ayvartan armed forces. She should have defeated the
Mansas, the 8th and the Elves in raw maneuver; instead she had prodded and
poked each of them into falling apart by themselves. Not a very glorious cause
and effect!


"You are too self-critical. I'm
sure the Chief Warrant Officer would agree." Agni said.


"She might say that." Madiha
said. "But the fact is, Rangda has been a debacle."


"Well. It is a debacle that you
have navigated alive, and are poised to end."


Madiha stared at the Council building,
coming closer into view, and narrowed her eyes.


"Right. Let us bury this debacle once
and for all." She said.


On the lawn of the Council building
the motorbikes skidded to a stop. Madiha leaped from her passenger side-car,
submachine gun in hand, and signaled for her infantry backup to follow. With
her submachine gun at the ready, Madiha charged through the lawn. At the top of
the front steps to Council she spotted Elven defenders, and she opened fire.
Even with minimal time to aim, her gunfire was deadly accurate. One burst of
submachine gun fire struck a pair of enemy riflemen like a wrecking ball to the
chest, and they stumbled and fell on their backs, dead. She trampled over them
and into the main hall.


Close behind her, Agni, pistol in
hand, pointed Madiha to the main staircase.


The Council Building was practically
empty. There was nobody in the main hall, and though she could see people
fleeing in the far distance, running through the damage left by her previous
battle against the mysterious creature, they were not fighting and not worth
attacking. As she closed toward the staircase, Madiha could hear panicky
chatter from doors nearby, likely from technical staff in hiding. She ignored
them and sped on.


"Three of you clear each wing. Be
careful. Shoot to kill any armed targets, and on sight. Don't open any
barricaded doors, but if you're shot from cover, feel free to destroy it."


Madiha instructed her infantry to
split up, and they charged in either direction through the separate ground
level wings of the Council building, armed with submachine guns and a
flamethrower per section. While the infantry took the ground floor, Madiha and
Sergeant Agni climbed the stairs, nervously covering every angle they could as
they ascended, their guns aimed skyward at the chandelier, the lamps and the
balusters on the upper floors.


Soon as they set foot on upper
story, they realized it was deserted as the lower one.


Madiha remembered her previous trip to
the Council building, and knew exactly where Mansa's command center would have
been. The Elven leader was likely there too; she could not have airlanded
with equipment to rival what was stocked in that room. At the sight of heavy
radios ripe for the taking, any military commander would realize the logistical
and informational coup in their fingertips. The so-called Paladin would be
there.


"Fall in behind me and keep your
eyes open. They'll be desperate." Madiha whispered. "We'll
sneak the long way around the building and go through Mansa's office from
the eastern side. They will probably be expecting us to charge in from the
main hall."


Agni nodded, and pistol in hand, she
walked a step behind Madiha.


Together, they stole away through the
empty halls of the Council building.


There was damage in every hall, it
seemed. Broken windows, scratched and filthy trampled carpets, overturned
artwork and decorative objects. There were signs of mild looting, but many more
signs of improvised escape and defense. There were clearly curtains and
tablecloths employed as rope, hanging out of windows, and tables and desks and
drawers barricaded certain doorways. People had either fled out or fled deeper
in. Whenever they passed a barricade Madiha felt herself go farther on edge,
but nobody harassed them.


Every way they turned there seemed to
be no resistance.


Had all the Elves fled this quickly?
Were there only Council staff left behind?


But Madiha realized they hadn't turned
the appropriate corner.


When they did, she instinctively
ducked back behind it, and pushed Agni away.


A lone round from a bolt-action rifle
sailed past them.


Madiha heard the sound of the bolt and
the spent casing hitting the floor.


Before they could make another move,
there was a second shot.


"It's an amateur." Madiha
said. "Wait for her to shoot again. We'll trick her."


Agni nodded, and hung back, pistol
ready.


Madiha peered around the corner, and
fired her submachine gun into the empty hall.


A quick three-round burst would do.
All it had to do was establish a rhythm.


Madiha hid again. She heard the bolt,
and the casing.


As if lured by the beat of a drum, the
enemy was drawn from cover.


On time, as Madiha had predicted,
the rifleman at the other end shot at them.


Again a bullet sailed harmlessly past.
At the opposite end a flower vase shattered.


They waited for the bolt, and the
casing--


"Now."


Agni peered around, pistol ready, and when
the rifleman peered again to shoot, the door was already in the engineer's
sight, as was the opposing shooter. She fired three quick shots, and a body
fell through the threshold and into the hall. Madiha stomped out of cover,
submachine gun raised, checking the windows, the opposing hall, slowly and
meticulously making her way to the door. She stopped beside the open
threshhold, crouched, and looked at the body while Agni covered her. It was a
woman-- no, a girl.


It was a girl in armor, just young
enough to fight but clearly not old enough for war.


Madiha sighed. No one could take
pleasure from this kind of triumph.


All it did was stoke a dormant anger
at the cowardly enemy hiding beyond the door.


"Let me borrow your shovel,
Agni."


Agni withdrew her entrenching tool and
passed it to Madiha.


Madiha put her garrison cap on the end
of the shovel.


Holding it by the end of the handle,
she shoved the blade into the room suddenly.


Any on-edge guard on the other side
would have riddled it with bullets.


There was no response.


"I'm breaching, cover me."


There was no door shut against them
that they had to breach.


Nevertheless, Madiha stacked on the
side of the open threshold, took a deep breath, and charged into the room
submachine gun first. There was always a blur of motion and stress whenever
she breached a room; glancing gun-first at anything that could be a
threat, Madiha found the landing empty, the radios abandoned, the conference
table upturned.


"Step out with your hands
up!" She shouted.


She said it first in perfect Elvish,
and then in Nochtish speech.


"Drop your weapons and
surrender." Madiha shouted again.


From behind the fallen conference
table, a pistol slid out across the room.


Madiha nodded to Agni, who remained by
the door with her pistol trained on the table.


Submachine gun in raised to the
shoulder, partially crouched, Madiha slowly approached.


She stepped quickly around the table
and aimed down.


Through the iron sights, she saw a
wounded lubonin woman. She was not what Madiha expected to see. This woman was
clad in armor that would have gleamed were it not for the blood crusting on its
surface, and the buffs and dings it had suffered, as it had been repeatedly
beaten with a hammer. Her curly dark hair covered her face, which was
despondent, running with tears and blood. There were blood-flecked bruises on
her face.


"You are a vivid image of
mutiny." Madiha said.


Everything she had seen in the Council
building made much more sense now.


When had Lubon broken like this? Was
it triggered by her crossing the final defensive line? Or was the fighting
already won the instant she decided to counterattack on Ocean? She wondered
what part of her plan had become superfluous, unnecessary. There was a mixture
of relief at learning her enemy had broken, and shame that it had taken them
giving up for her to be able to defeat them. Skirmishing in the city could have
extended the lifespan of the Elven assault for days, enough for the Royal Navy
to arrive in force.


But perhaps such tactics were
never her purview. She was ousted by her troops after all.


Madiha felt a kind of strange insight
upon seeing her, as if she could feel the distress this woman felt, and in
feeling it, could piece together where each bruise had come from and where each
wound on her armor had been dealt. There were footprints in the air, a
remainder of something, and it told her, vaguely, whom she was dealing with.


She knew the name, anyway, from Elven
broadcasts. But she felt she knew much more.


"Paladin Arsenica Varus. I don't
care how close you are to your people's throne; you will come peacefully and
cooperate, or I will kill you. I don't have the time or the space to struggle
with you and take you prisoner. You will either walk, or you fall eternal
here."


Madiha aimed the gun squarely at the Paladin's
temple.


Without a word, Arsenica raised her
hands, and slowly made to stand.


She was very weak, and walking on a
limp, but she started walking to the door.


Her eyes were blank, her broken lips
shut, and she showed no sign of defiance.


On some level, Madiha knew this was
how it would turn out.


The Paladin's spirit was broken and so
was the Elven attack on Rangda. Broken.


All it could do was limp somewhere
into their hands, or lie in hiding.


Madiha breathed out as if she had been
holding in air for weeks.


The Battle of Rangda was finally over.


 




 


 


















































65. Inglory


 


52nd of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


 


Tambwe Dominance, Rangda City --
Rangda Riverside


 


As darkness descended over
Rangda, the skies slowly grew thick with black stormclouds. Bolts of violet
light crackled and whipped in the distance, lighting up the night with
their violence. From somewhere out north a seething weather swept down on
the tortured city.


Soon after the assault of the
elves and traitors finally ended, the assault of the rain began. Driven by
strong winds, the storm seemed to come from out of nowhere, and the rain fell
in torrents that swept across the ground like the fire of a machine gun,
putting out blazes, seeping into the husks of tanks and ruined buildings. Spent
casings rolled down ankle deep flood streams that began to accumulate on Ocean
Road. Every drainage ditch was stuffed with the debris of the war, and the
water seemed to suddenly have nowhere to go.


Off in the distance, there was a
twofold thunder. Some of it came bellowing out of the wrathful skies, but in
between the flashing and booming, there were explosions. Chunks of the
legendary shining port blew apart and were swept up into the rising seas.
Ayvartan engineers worked quickly to destroy the berths, sabotage port
equipment, and render Rangda unusable to the Royal Navy or the Nochtish one. A
stock of naval mines was emptied off port, and floated amid the debris in the
harbor. Those fishing ships not already smashed by the weather were unanchored
and left to float away from the ruins.


All of this transpired over open radio
frequencies. Von Drachen listened from the cab of his stolen Ayvartan 4-ton
truck. Colonel Gutierrez drove patiently through southeastern Rangda, ducking
civilians come out of hiding and patrols from their victorious enemies. They
were trapped now behind enemy lines, and there was nothing that could be done
about it until they escaped the city. Von Drachen had escaped that lunatic elf
and he and some of his loyal men were bound for the bridge across Rangda's
eastern riverside.


Listening intently, he found the Ayvartans
had become conveniently chatty in the glow of their victory. He had largely
avoided capture by being in the same wavelength as his pursuers. Over the radio
Von Drachen heard sectors being cleared, supplies being moved. He avoided
flashpoints and scurried away like a mouse.


No amount of running would avoid an
actual wall however. Even the smallest mouse
needed a hole. Walls had to be broken.


"Mijo, I don't think they're just
gonna let us through." Colonel Gutierrez said.


"We'll ask them politely."
Von Drachen replied.


"Politely?"


Idly at the Colonel's side, Von
Drachen started to load a Norgler machine gun.


"Politely." He said
amicably.


"That's an even worse idea than
what I thought you would do."


"What did you think I would
do?"


"Drive the truck pell-mell
through the checkpoint. You'd say it's unexpected or--"


"That's actually a fantastic
idea."


Von Drachen turned the lever on the
truck window and tossed the Norgler out of it.


"Drive through the checkpoint
ahead, pell-mell."


Colonel Gutierrez banged his head on
the steering wheel. "Dios libera me..."


"Be careful with your head, old
man."


Von Drachen, smiling, put his feet up
and leaned back on his seat.


Ahead of them, after one final twist
around an urbanization, the road muddied up, and there was a grass and dirt and
plentiful water pooling over the earth. A mechanical bridge connected the rural
edge of South-Eastern Rangda to the near-literal jungle across the way, and it
was the only thing standing between the Cissean troops and freedom.


There was a checkpoint indeed, with a
hasty barrier of sandbags and a pair of guards.


"Floor it, Gutierrez!"


"Flooring!"


Heaving a deep sigh, the old Colonel
slammed his foot on the pedal, and the wheels of the truck screeched, and water
and mud flew everywhere as the truck accelerated toward the barrier. Von
Drachen grabbed on to his seat, and behind him he could hear his men screaming
in the bed of the truck, unaware of the plan. As the truck's headlight flashed
over them the guards at the checkpoint exhibited curious determination and held
firm.


Behind them, the bridge's motors began
to whir, and it began to lift on hydraulic power.


"Unfloor it Gutierrez!" Von
Drachen cried out.


"Unflooring!"


Gutierrez took his foot off the
accelerator pedal and forced back the brake lever.


Once more the truck screeched and
protested, and it ground into the mud.


Its wheels mired in the muddy road,
and it came to a halt meters away from the checkpoint.


From behind the sandbags, the Ayvartan
guards stood tall once more, rifles ready.


Von Drachen, reeling inside the truck,
withdrew his pistol and ducked.


Just as quickly and
haphazardly he pushed Colonel Gutierrez down with him.


Over the two of them, a pair of rifle
bullets pierced the glass on the truck.


In after the shattered glass came the
storm rain, descending into the cab.


It was biting cold, sharper than the
glass.


"Gutierrez, you take the left
one, I take the right." Von Drachen said.


Without warning, he kicked the door
open, and rolled out of the truck.


Falling into the mud, Von Drachen
aimed and fired his pistol over the sandbags.


He struck one guard in the chest, and
she keeled over backward.


At her side, the remaining guard was
mysteriously, and unfortunately, un-shot.


On the other side of the truck,
Colonel Gutierrez fell like a lump into the mud.


Though the General heard him fall, he
did not hear him respond nor even move.


Von Drachen was speechless. He stared
at the guard, and the sky, and the truck.


Scrambling for cover, he rolled under
the truck as more rifle shots struck near him.


Drinking up water and mud as he
crawled through the muck in which the truck was partially embedded and
submerged, Von Drachen crawled agonizingly to the other side of the
vehicle. There was a flash of lightning and a loud, booming thunder. Von
Drachen grabbed hold of Gutierrez, stood him up, and with one arm opened fire
on the guard checkpoint. He hit the sandbags, and the remaining guard hid
behind cover.


There was another flash and more
thunder; but this came from behind him.


Von Drachen felt something rumbling
and leaped forward even before feeling the blast.


An earsplitting detonation smashed the
bed of the truck.


On the force of the blast, Von
Drachen and Gutierrez were thrown to the river's edge.


Face-first in the muck once more, Von
Drachen struggled to push himself up.


He looked over his shoulder. His truck
was burning, a decimated husk.


Where his men could possibly be in
that heap of scrap wood and slag, burning off its own fuel, Von Drachen did not
know. He immediately wrote them all off as a loss. Poor boys.


Much more pressing was the tank making
its way from ambush through nearby shrubbery.


Its main gun, a long, big bored weapon
(76mm possibly?), trained on him.


From around the tank came a familiar
woman, tall and fit, brown-skinned, with mid-length, messy dark hair and a face
that was soft and pretty and contorted in the ways it could least be those
things. She had the familiar Ayvartan uniform, coat and pants and all, one Von Drachen
was wearing himself. At her side, a pleasingly figured woman, lighter in
complexion, with colorful strawberry hair, carried an umbrella to shield
them from rain.


"Give up this vain struggle, I
outmaneuvered you." said Madiha Nakar.


She snapped her fingers.


Behind her, the Ayvartan tank, of a
type Von Drachen had never seen, unleashed a shot.


A shell soared across the river
and exploded with such force Von Drachen felt it from afar.


Von Drachen drew his pistol.


In the next instant he felt something
hard strike his hand, and the weapon flew from it.


It rolled over the edge behind him and
into the river.


From the stormy sky, a scaly little
creature with scintillating wings descended.


It perched on Madiha's shoulder and
growled.


"Gaul Von Drachen." Madiha said.
"Traitor to the anarchists in Valle Rojo, after selling out your side you
caught the eye of Nochtish Grand Marshal Braun, who lobbied for you to be
trained in Nochtish officer schools and to have a Nochtish command in the
reformed Cissean allied military. Now a Cissean General. You were fast-tracked
through to your current position out of need for Cissean strategic
officers. You participated in the border battles, in Bada Aso. Now you are
here. And you are conveniently at my mercy."


"Did you read my book?" Von
Drachen said, smiling. "How kind of you."


Madiha ignored him. "Under the
Helvetian accords I am taking you captive."


"Ah, you want to make it official
because the Helvetians are your allies now?"


She raised an eyebrow. "You will
glean no insight from me."


"I already have, Commander."


"You talk too much." Madiha
rolled her eyes.


"I've barely talked at all."


"There's just something about
your voice that makes me hate you."


"I get that a lot. How come you
understand me, by the way? I'm speaking Nochtish."


"I speak Nochtish too."


"You're replying in
Ayvartan."


"Shut up Von Drachen." She
looked flustered. "This is a surrender negotiation, you fool."


At her side the other woman frowned
and shook her head.


"Is this something to do with the
fireballs? Is it like science fiction telepathy?"


"I said, be quiet."


There was something special about
Madiha Nakar. She was strong and smart and gallant, a very princely sort
of woman that one just did not see often at all. But it was not just that, not
just the regal beauty and physicality of her as a specimen, but also, well,
the magic, and the battling monsters, and those sorts of other
things. Von Drachen had some idea now of what Madiha Nakar could do. She could shoot fire out
of her hands. And she could understand any language, as if possessed of some
supernatural mental abilities.


She was no ordinary soldier, and every
part of her he could pick at was priceless.


Every little bit that he learned was a
piece of the puzzle that would be helpful later.


And every contact he had with her
seemed to teach him more and more of her secrets.


She was not very clever when it came
to people. Perhaps some kind of autism?


No, that was uncharitable. He tried
not to speculate too much. Speculation could run away with the mind, and in
this crucial moment he needed rationality and focus. But-- perhaps.


"Commander Nakar, I want you to
know, I admire you. You strike me as a great woman. I believe, when Nocht wins
this war, you may, properly medicated, have a place with us."


Madiha averted her eyes. "I'm
centimeters away from killing you."


At her side, the woman with the bouncy
hair and light makeup elbowed her gently.


Von Drachen did not fail to notice
that gesture.


"If I may be so vain, as to ask
what you think of me, your defeated enemy? You know I had this idea of us, of
our cat and mouse game, our great chess match. Have I been worthy?"


Madiha frowned. On her shoulder, her
little dragon pet made the same face.


"You're an overrated little
twerp."


She was good at hurting people. Sometimes
with guns; but also with words.


Von Drachen was genuinely hurt.


For a moment, he let his expertly
choreographed conversation degrade to insult her.


"Well, you're not very
feminine."


He turned his cheek to her. She
frowned, as did the woman next to her.


"You owe your current state of
health to the negotiation clauses of the Helvetian accords regarding enemy
officers. Were it for me, I would have shot you already."


She was rough, she constructed her
sentences oddly, and was very on-edge.


That had not been the case in Bada
Aso; but she had quite a terrible day today, after all.


And she had recovered somehow. That
was also interesting.


At any rate, he could excuse her
hitherto unknown bad personality on the torture.


Though he forgave her,
that did not mean he would stop provoking her.


Von Drachen shrugged. "We've all
been known to discard the Accords for expediency."


"That is true. I expediently
desire your surrender. I will tolerate no more nonsense."


Von Drachen made a face of mock
distress.


"Well, while we're being dutiful,
I would like to lodge a complaint, a violation of my rights. I cannot willingly
consent to surrender in the ambiguity of my captor being a magic witch."


"Shut up, Von Drachen!"


"You could take over my mind and
force me to surrender. How is that balanced at all?"


Madiha was starting to sound
more heated, and the woman behind her patted her on the shoulder and
seemed to be reminding her of calm. Madiha sighed, and the woman smiled.


"You understand Ayvartan, right?
I'm Chief Warrant Officer Parinita Maharani. We guarantee you'll be treated
justly under the Helvetian accords." said the young woman beside Nakar.
"Please stop being so silly and surrender, so we can go somewhere warm. No
matter where you run there's only death around you. You might as well not die,
right?"


She was addressing him because the two
of them could not actually kill him.


At least, not without greater
provocation than just words.


He was so much more valuable alive
than dead. An informational coup in the making.


They knew he was a traitor once, after
all. Maybe they wanted to turn him again?


Or maybe it really was the Helvetians?
Who knew? Idle speculation was such a bad habit.


At any rate, it was an opportunity.


"Ah, the good cop." Von
Drachen said, amicably.


Parinita smiled a little. "It's
not like we practiced it."


Madiha rolled her eyes again.
"Don't bother with him."


On her shoulder the dragon also rolled
its eyes.


Von Drachen held up his hand and
tittered. "Oh, my. Are you two ladies familiar?"


"I'm going to kill him."
Madiha snapped.


"Please don't, it'll get the film
banned overseas." Parinita joked.


Von Drachen continued talking with a
smile on his face and a hand around Gutierrez.


He had found another thing he could
use.


He continued to address Parinita,
while his hand slid gently about.


"Are you technical staff? Is that
sort of thing allowed? You have impeccable taste in military commanders, my
girl, but as far as a romantic partner, I'm not so sure. Correct me, for I am
most certainly wrong; but I had this imagining that homosexual women preferred
partners with whom they could dress up together, and be feminine with? That
seems like the thrust with women in my country, especially the feminist anarchists?"


Madiha stomped her foot.


"SHUT UP VON DRACHEN."


Behind her, a lightning bolt flashed
in the sky.


It struck so loudly it startled the
dragon, and it flew away in distress.


Von Drachen, hand under the mud, pried
loose from Gutierrez a grenade.


It went rolling out in the mud,
visible, audible, dangerous.


"Parinita!"


Madiha immediately dove for her lvoer
and pushed her to the ground for safety.


But there was no explosion, because
Von Drachen never pulled the pin.


"Adios!"


With every last ounce of strength, in
one great herculean burst, Von Drachen seized Gutierrez and leaped amid
sporadic fire into the river below. He crashed into the water as if striking a
cement sheet, and the stormy current whisked him away in an instant. He
couldn't even see the look on Nakar's face as he did it! What a waste to drown
like this!


Somewhere between the water around and
the water above, everything went dark.















53rd of the Aster's Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


 


Tambwe Dominance, Rangda City
-- Shining Port


 


"Keep moving! The faster your
feet go, the sooner you'll be warm again!"


A line of guards led the captives down
to the port like a funeral procession.


Whenever the line slowed, the Ayvartan
guards shouted, and the prisoners moved again.


Nobody wanted to march under this
storm. Nobody except maybe Gulab Kajari, who had volunteered for the job and
was visible all around the line, shouting and making a racket.


Maybe she, like everybody else, wanted
to shout down something other than prisoners.


Nevertheless they all moved, under the
driving rain, as one depressing mass.


Little was done to protect the
prisoners from the storm, and for the guards there were only cloaks and rain
tarps tied with rope to their shirts or bodysuit belts. Tied together by the
hands, elven soldiers from the various airlanded units marched down Ocean Road,
Council, and the other battlefields from which they had been taken or where
they had surrendered.


Disarmed, partially disrobed, the
prisoners were cold and downcast, their heads down, the long locks of gold hair
characteristic of most elves now dripping wet and hanging over their faces.
They walked as fast as their remaining strength allowed. At their side, under
threat from Chimera and Hobgoblin escorts, their remaining vehicles marched
with them, stripped of ammunition and with their gun blocks sealed up with
glue. Guards rode with the drivers to insure compliance. This mixed parade made
it was way to the coast.


Riding near the front, with its gun
trained on a "Patriarch" tank ahead of them, was the Chimera
belonging to Adesh Gurunath and company. He waved to Corporal Kajari whenever
she neared and she waved back as she moved up and down the line. There was a
tarp on tentpoles over his Chimera, but some water still go in. It was a dreary
scene.


"Move."


"Be gentle! I'm wounded and you
take up so much space."


"You're spreading your
legs."


"It hurts when I close
them!"


"Liar."


Behind Adesh, Nnenia and Eshe were
having one of their petty rows about the one seemingly dry corner of the
Chimera's fighting compartment, and the limited space there for two young
adults sitting side by side. They pushed up against each other, and even when
quite would passive-aggressively shift their weight to annoy the other. Adesh
could hardly stand to look at them, they were so frustrating. Rahani was gone;
he was with the driver of the tank in front of them, pointing a gun at them. So
Eshe nominally had command, but in reality Adesh was giving most of the
directions to Kufu out in front.


As always Kufu had little to nothing
to say and Adesh welcomed the lack of personality.


Soon the procession had made its way
to port. Their arrival was heralded by a series of explosions out by the
military berths. All around the port facilities, trucks and half-tracks full of
engineers and their equipment drove up and down. Out by the waterside the port
was a smoldering ruin. Adesh could see the smoke from his vantage, and when
they drove along the coast he could see the piers in pieces, floating in the
water. Rangda's flotilla of fishing boats had been released out to sea to clog
up the harbor. The Port's cranes had their foundations blown up, and they were
pushed into the sea as well. Coastal defense turrets opened fire on the
lighthouse on the other end of the city and knocked it down.


All the while this sabotage and
destruction was happening, the captives were marched to a series of depots,
while their vehicles were set to run into the ocean at various points. There
was so much junk floating along the port now that it seemed impossible for any
ship to use it. They could not dock at the berths, could not get near the
piers. Rangda's shining port was now a rubble port. It would be the home of
their captives for the next while.


Sergeant Chadgura and Corporal Kajari
addressed the prisoners through an interpreter.


"You'll stay in here until you
get rescued by your side. You should be lucky we're socialists and value life
here in Ayvarta. There's rations in this crate. If you're seen in the street
from now until our evacuation you will be shot. Stay here, until next we meet
in battle."


With that, the captives were locked,
hands and feet still bound, in the shipping depots.


This task complete, the guards and
escort crews took a moment to breathe and wait out the worst of the rain in
their own little depots just off the main road of the port. It was warmer
there. With more real estate to work with, Eshe and Nnenia gave each other a
wider berth. The Chimera was parked outside, nearly out of fuel, to be towed by
a tank transporter to the train station. Everyone would ride back to Ocean
in trucks, trucks which command promised would drive out to meet them as soon
as possible. Adesh waited.


He found it strangely difficult to
leave the Chimera behind. Its smart green paint job was pitted and scratched
and filthy with smoke and dirt and mud and rain, its side rails were broken,
its track links battered and fraying, the muzzle brake was splitting, and the
suspension could hardly cope with any kind of bump anymore. Over the span of a
day it had been battered continuously, and was no noble beast anymore. But he
felt attached.


This machine had saved him and his
friends. It had won battles. It had claimed lives.


He had done all of those things too.
And yet he felt like the machine would understand better than his fellows what
that was like. Maybe he was something like a machine too.


Finding his own little corner of the
depot to exist in, Adesh sat down on a small stack of empty shipping boxes.
They reminded him of the sort that were filled with explosive shells for the
Chimera. He sat there, apart from his friends, apart from the other soldiers.


Everything was quiet. Everyone was
tired, wet and shaking from residual stress.


He did not feel great. His stomach was
quite upset. He felt nervous tingling under his skin.


"Hey, we're evacuating, kid! We
won! Why are you so gloomy all of a sudden?"


Gulab Kajari's gentle face suggested a
weariness like Adesh's own, despite her loud cheer.


She appeared and sat down beside
Adesh, and threw an arm around him with a smile. She was the same woman as
always, slight and fit, with black hair in a long braid that was coming apart
from the rain, and honey-colored skin dripping with rainwater, sweat, and slick
in places with the grime of battle. She had a face that was pretty in the way
his own was said to be pretty, in its smoothness and softness, perhaps more
sharply featured.


He could not help but smile in her
presence, but it was a smile as sad as her own seemed.


"You're tired? Aren't we all!
Just do some work to get it off your mind. It's what I
do!"


"With all due respect Corporal, I
think that's the opposite of what you should do."


"I've always done the opposite of
what I should've done!" Gulab replied.


Adesh wanted to laugh, but couldn't.
He looked down at the floor and saw his own reflection in a puddle of water
that had dripped and dripped down from the roof.


"What's on your mind?" Gulab
asked.


"I don't know. I can't see
anything, to be honest. I feel like I'm not thinking."


"Huh. Think of it this way, if
your cousin could see what was in your head--"


Adesh cut her off gently. "I
don't know what you could see in the head of a boy so lost he doesn't even
know who he is anymore, or what being is, or what, I don't
know, he is."


"God, I'd be so envious of
someone who doesn't know what he means." Gulab said.


Adesh blinked at her quizzically.


"I've felt similarly to you
before, I think. I might've been that boy."


Adesh thought he understood, on some
general level.


"My head is full of fog. I used
to think of myself one way, but lately, it feels like I'm becoming someone
terrible." Adesh said. "And I'm in a situation where I can't
stop."


"What terrible things have you
done? You've saved my life so many times today."


Adesh sighed deeply.


"I'm not-- I shouldn't be a
soldier." He said. "Listen, Corporal: I joined the army when it was
just a joke. It was just another labor union. We had soldiers and police who
didn't have to fight; it was communism, right? I thought I could use it as an
escape. But it's changed me. I know I'm capable of killing. I'm good at it.
That-- that really hurts, you know?"


Adesh looked out over the depot. He
could see Nnenia dozing off in a corner; Nnenia who had said in the middle of a
besieged church, that she had seen worse than a room
full of injured men and women moaning for help. He could see Eshe, talking with
the bubbly and flowery Sergeant Rahani. Eshe, who had picked up a flamethrower
and killed a score of men who were coming to kill them all, burned them
horribly alive while they screamed.


Eshe and Nnenia were properly
horrified, stressed, injured, by what they experienced.


All of them had done horrible things.
But none of them with as much comfort as Adesh.


"I'm really dangerous, Corporal
Kajari. I can protect them; but I can also get them killed. Today I've been
reckless, and I've been eager, and it's scary, all of the things I've
done."


Adesh had been so angry. Every time
the enemy threatened. He was full of anger, and he yelled, and he fought, and
he begged for the chance to kill and kill and kill them again. He told himself
he was protecting his friends. But he thought there was a monster in him, and
it was so strong. He felt like all of his senses were awakening solely to be
used for killing. Nnenia and Eshe had taken to soldiery with a hidden strength
that was admirable, but neither seemed to possess the unflinching talent with murder than Adesh had found.


"You keep looking at your
friends." Gulab said. "With, I dunno, it looks like a kind of pity?
Distance? I'm not sure what's going through your head, but do you see me the
same way?"


Adesh was not sure how to respond. He
sighed. Gulab took him into an embrace.


"Have you asked them how they
feel about that? About themselves? Have you shared what you think is happening
to you? I wager they feel the same way. I think we all gotta do."


"How do you feel about it?"
Adesh weakly asked.


Gulab took in a deep breath as if she
was about say something she rehearsed.


"I feel that I was living an
impostor life, and for the last little while I've been trying to be true to
myself and who I want to be, and I don't know if other people see me as I want
to be seen, or if there even is a legitimate person who can be seen that way at
all. It hurts a bit. I want people to see a brave and feisty mountain girl who
is reliable and lovable. I don't know what they see, and it scares me. But the
fact is, Adesh, fighting to defend yourself, and your friends, and things you
believe is, doesn't rob you of the guts of that person. Struggling to survive,
wanting things to be better, and fighting for it, that's noble!"


Adesh was surprised. He felt an eerie
familiarity with everything she was saying.


He also had to wonder whether it
really had been rehearsed or not!


Gulab seemed to notice his change in
demeanor.


She took him by the shoulders and
looked him in the eyes with a big smile.


And with tears in her eyes. She looked
as if she had discovered something miraculous.


"I can be a girl and you can be a
girl if you want to! Us fighting like this doesn't preclude it and to hell with
anyone who says otherwise. We're struggling for something beautiful!"


Adesh blinked. He felt his face
turning hot. "Um."


"Um!" Gulab looked suddenly
nervous. "I mean, you can be anything you want to be."


Adesh nervously played a little with
his hair.


"Sorry, I get carried away! But
um. What I meant to say is that being a soldier doesn't mean you're a monster. Whatever
your original intention, you're in this army now, you're staying here, and
you're becoming stronger, yes at killing, but also, because you care about your
people and your home, and your friends, and the civilians who depend on you
now."


It was a strange word to hear. Depend.
People depended on him?


"I'm not some hero, Ms.
Kajari."


"Yeah you are! Like I said, you
saved me a lot today. And maybe that person, the way they save others, maybe
that scares you. Because you might think you're not worthy of the things you're
fighting for anymore. And I think it's fine to be
scared. It means you care so much, it means you're really, truly, good. But
give yourself some time and space, y'know?"


She patted him in the back, with an
awkward little laugh.


Clearly Corporal Kajari was losing the
plot on her own advice at the moment.


Adesh felt a little relieved to have
talked to her, however.


He would still have to sit down and
consider many things for himself.


But he felt a sense of relief knowing
he wasn't alone. He didn't have to be alone.


"Thanks Ms. Kajari." He
said. He meant it. He felt the fog in his mind clearing a little.


Enough that he could, at least, create
a facade of calm that could fool even himself.


"No problem, kiddo! And call me
Gulab! Enough of the 'miss this' and 'rank that' stuff."


Gulab jumped up from the crates they
were sitting on, and walked proudly away.


Adesh watched her return to her
partner, the gloomy silver-haired Sergeant Chadgura, and start hollering about
something or other in a distressingly loud fashion. He smiled.


Soon a covered truck arrived, and the
driver ushered everyone into the back.


Gulab, Chadgura, Nnenia, Eshe and
Rahani, along with Adesh, crowded into the bed.


There were already two people there. A
pair of young women, one curly-haired, tomboyish, the other long-haired and a
bit fairer, holding hands, wrapped in a little blanket. They were sleeping
soundly and occupying a corner of the truck with their legs outstretched,
taking up an unfortunate amount of room for all the people coming in.


"Don't disturb them." Gulab
ordered. "Those two lovebirds earned this."


She sat down with her legs under her,
and Chadgura did the same, conserving some space.


Adesh was respectful, and did the
same.


Nnenia and Eshe continued to quarrel
for space.


Rahani gave everyone a dangerous look;
they settled down immediately.


"Ahem,"


He leaned forward. He had replaced the
flower on his head with a poppy taken from an elf.


"I wanted to tell all of you how
proud I am. Thanks to your efforts today, we won this battle. There are many
shapes to victory, but the sweetest one, is to live on. Remember it."


He smiled, spread his arms, pulled
Nnenia, Eshe and Adesh close and kissed their heads.


Everyone chuckled, quietly, so as not
to wake Caelia Suessen and Danielle Santos.


Rahani sat back against the wall of
the truck bed.


"No matter what anyone tells you
of this inglorious day, my precious crew. You
won."


He sighed deeply, and soon seemed to
fall asleep himself.


Adesh, having found some small enough measure
of peace, was soon sleeping too.















Rangda City -- Ocean Station


 


"I can't believe he escaped.
I let him escape.
After all of this."


"Escape? Madiha, he jumped into a
roaring river in a storm. He's dead."


"I wish I could believe you, but
I'm almost positive he escaped."


"Calm down. Move on to the next
plan, okay?"


"Right.Right. Yes. We have to get
moving. We can't stay here."


Everything felt completely wasted.
Victory here was very hollow.


Despite everyone's efforts it was
clear that Rangda had fallen as a defensive position and as a livable city.
Farther south the front line with Nocht was moving, Lubon was coming from the Ocean, that much was confirmed, and the defense of the city
was in disarray. Coastal defenses had been compromised, and the rout of the airlanded
Elven force only delayed the inevitable. No one wanted a naval confrontation
with Lubon at this vulnerable juncture. On the eve of victory
an evacuation was called. Tambwe would be abandoned.


Fighting in the city had all but died
down. Though many Lubonin knights and air troops had fled and hidden in the
city ruins, or even fled the city altogether, the bulk of Lubon's remaining
airlanded forces surrendered to the Ayvartans and their materiel was destroyed.
Officers were taken prisoner, soldiers disarmed and left bound at the remains
of the demolished port, to be rescued by their own navy whenever they arrived
at the city.


Some food was furnished for them, but
that was the only courtesy they would get.


Meanwhile citizens were freed from
Mansa's so-called "curfew." From the airport, the University and
other places, refugees from their own home were walked out by Ayvartan
soldiers, briefed on what had transpired, and escorted to train stations and
bus terminals. All land-based transportation in the city was slowly summoned,
in a herculean effort of coordination, to begin a three-day evacuation of the
city and its surrounding villages.


No one was happy with the arrangement,
but there were no riots or upheavals. Time was given for things that could be
carried to be collected, for old homes to be picked clean of anything that
could find use in a new home. Exhausted soldiers traded places guarding
civilians, keeping traffic going, keeping people moving. This effort started on
the very night after the Battle of Rangda, as soon as the first civilians
demanded the privilege.


No one was happy, but everybody
worked, and everybody moved on with living.


"Colonel! Congratulations! It's
so good to see you here!"


"It's good to be here,
Private."


"We've really only just started,
but the evacuation is moving swiftly, I feel."


"That's good. It is thanks to
your tireless effort. Keep up the good work."


"Always ma'am! I'm proud to serve
under you! Glory to the socialist peoples!"


Across the street, a private looking
after some old folks smiled, called out, saluted.


She was full of vigor, but the people
at her side were glancing askance at the Colonel.


They were picking through the rubble
of what was once their home.


In light of that, the fabled Colonel,
the savior of Bada Aso, was no hero to them.


But they said nothing. They were
moving on.


For Madiha Nakar, it was hard to move
on from being the hero. As she watched tragedy after tragedy transpire under
the rain and the intermittent glow of the streetlights, she felt no sense of
triumph. She had absolutely failed. This was not Bada Aso; this was not Adjar
Dominance. Her soldiers still viewed her with respect and glowing eyes, and all
of them veterans of Bada Aso, they knew hard fighting, and though exhausted,
and hurt, and driven to extremes, they were thrilled now to have achieved
another battle. But this was not a depopulated city used for a setpiece battle.
This was a home. And she had ruined it.


When she blew up Bada Aso, everyone
had left it. They had left in an orderly fashion. Those who remained, wanted
to. They remained to fight with her, and to help her fight.


These civilians were not those civilians.


"You're being real hard on
yourself. I can tell." Parinita said.


She wrapped an arm around one of
Madiha's own and curled up near her.


On her other hand she was holding open
a muddy, slightly ripped umbrella.


"I'll be fine. Don't worry."


"I always have to worry with you.
It's right on your face. You're hurting yourself."


"I'll be fine."


Parinita looked out over the street.
They were walking to Ocean Station, having hitched a ride on a Hobgoblin tank
back from the riverside, where their secret mission had failed to achieve its
intended results. Both of them were a little gloomy; Madiha knew that for all
she tried to play it off, Parinita was affected by everything too. She glanced
over the ruins around them, and the people sifting through them for any remains
of their old lives.


It was not so much valuables; nobody
really had much need for them. It was memories that were important. People
searched for records, and keepsakes, and family heirlooms. From houses,
crumbled by shells or burned down by flamethrowers, they dug for old gifts, for
priceless art, for their baby's first boots, for the ashes of a venerable elder.


"If this was a scene in a color
film, it would still be shot in grayscale." Parinita said.


She turned her head from it and did
not look at it again as they approached the station.


There were trains coming and going at
an accelerated schedule. Rolling stock from all over Tambwe had been ordered to
move to Rangda. Trains full of grain taken from collective farms near the
front lines passed through, picked up as many passengers as could be stuffed
with the food and around it, and took off overloaded as fast as it was safe to.
Empty cars on obsolete engines were brought hastily back on duty, filled, and
sent off again.


Everything was moving to the desert,
to the eternal city of Solstice, the next battleground.


"There will be color again,
Madiha!" Parinita said with a sudden energy.


Madiha nodded. She was downcast, but
not defeated. Her heart was gripped with a great misery, but there was a fire
inside that was burning up every depressing thought, and nursing a deep anger,
a fiery hatred that was ready to burn bright, to lash out, to
consume.


"I'll make sure of it."
Madiha said.


"We will! Together.
Alright?"


Parinita gripped her on the shoulder.
They did not want to kiss in public.


Both of them knew it was a moment for
a kiss, and they would have one when they could.


For now, they held hands on the way
into the station.


Parked along the platform was a
peculiar train that had come screaming into Rangda shortly after the battle was
over. It was a KVW-marked armored train, bristling with guns and troop
compartments, carrying a compliment of KVW rifle infantry, a super-heavy Vajra
howitzer, and an amusing holiday car for the caboose. It was a quaint
wooden car painted with warm colors and boasting a line of clear glass windows,
much unlike the thick, enclosed, workmanlike armored sections of the train.
There were lights shining brightly from within, and a sound like a gramophone
record playing from inside.


"That looks like our stop."
Parinita said, laughing a little to herself.


"I would love for it to not be
our stop." Madiha replied.


"It's the most picturesque thing
here, it's gotta be."


Madiha sighed. She looked behind her.


Around one of the columns holding the
platform roof, Kali was hiding.


She could see the little creature's
tail and wings peeking from the column.


It had been following them
awkwardly ever since they left the riverside.


Perhaps the lightning and Madiha's
temper had made it nervous.


"Kali, stay there. We'll come get
you before we leave, okay?"


Kali's head peeked out from around the
platform. It blinked.


"Stay, okay? We'll pick you
up."


Kali blinked again.


"I hope it doesn't leave us.
It's so fun to have it around." Parinita said.


"Kali's also tactically
useful." Madiha replied.


Kali grunted.


It made no move to leave them,
however.


Satisfied their pet was obeying,
Parinita and Madiha walked around the back of the train.


They found the caboose door open.
Inside was a colorfully decorated room with a table, furnished with a beautiful
tea set. There were cakes, and tea, and coffee, and a pungent-smelling milk or
cream, Madiha could not tell. On one end of the table, chained up, her wounds
only slightly patched from when Madiha had first found her, was Paladin
Varus, the highest value among the Elven captives. Across from her, seated on a
cushioned chair, was a KVW officer, in the full red and gold regalia. Her
dark hair was collected into a pair of long ponytails, and her skin
contrasted with the bright color of her heterochromic eyes.


"Good evening, Colonel! You're
just in time."


Standing up from the chair, KVW
Commissar Halani Kuracha introduced herself.


She was a young woman, energetic, with
a lithe figure and a strange ease of motion.


"Good evening, Commissar."


"One moment!"


Kuracha promptly took a cup of cream
from the table, and poured it over Varus' head.


"I've been trying to have a
conversation with our guest here, but she's so stubborn!"


Kuracha started twirling Varus'
cream-covered hair in one of her fingers.


She was laughing gently all the while,
a tittering coo-hoo,
like a bird.


Under this humiliating treatment,
Varus bowed her head with a miserable expression.


"You should tell her, Colonel,
maybe she'll listen to you, after all, you did best her in glorious
battle," with a vicious grin, Kuracha pulled Varus' head up and stared
into her eyes, as she spoke, "tell her that were it not for Helvetia's
opening of diplomatic talks with us on this crucial evening, her rudeness would
be strongly corrected by my presence."


"You should stop making playtime
of this interrogation." Madiha said.


Everything about Kuracha was far too
twee, childish and deliberately affected and Madiha was immediately growing to
hate it. From what she knew of the woman, thought they had seldom met before
this night, Kuracha gained repute as an administrator, prisoner processor,
labor camp taskmasker, and some dabbling in military command. She was
trustworthy, loyal, if eccentric. Her methods, though, could certainly be
rebuked.


Once called out, Kuracha let go of
Varus' hair.


"Don't worry, that cream was
cold. It was sitting out for a while." She said.


Kuracha walked around the room, and
came to a stop with a little twirl in front of Madiha.


"Burning someone would be against
the accords."


Madiha was over a head taller, so
Kuracha had to crane up to look her in the eye.


She looked like she had something
vicious to say; but it was swallowed by a sweet smile.


"But there are forms of duress
which have fallen through the cracks."


"Why was I summoned here?"
Madiha asked.


Kuracha blinked, and clapped her hands
together with a sweet expression.


"I had been monitoring your
progress in Rangda, Colonel. My unit did what we could to preempt 8th
Division reinforcements coming in by train. We could've never predicted the
Elven attack, however. We believe the Royal Navy to be a ways out; our air
force will be scouting in the coming days. So that is why I called you in. I
will be taking command of the evacuation here. You are required at Solstice:
you will fly out there post-haste."


Kuracha, having delivered her message,
twirled back around and walked back to the table.


Madiha watched her go quietly, and
spoke up again as the Commissar sat down.


"I would like to put in a
request."


Kuracha did not even turn around to
meet her eyes again.


"I would like you to leave my car
now." she dismissively replied.


Her tone was still dripping sweet, but
it was just harsher enough than before.


Madiha started to feel a pressure in
her temples.


"I want my troops to be evacuated
first. They fought hard. They deserve it."


"Hmm? Excuse me?"


"i see
no reason to repeat myself."


"I'm afraid I'll need a
refresher."


"My troops will be evacuated
first." Madiha said again, more sharply. "They have spent far too
long already in this hole; I want them on the first train to Solstice. They
earned it.


Kuracha started speaking in a
machine-like, procedural sort of voice.


"Unfortunately priority is
materiel first, then units, but don't worry, there will be--"


"Why are you making this a
problem?" Madiha said.


Kuracha turned back around and raised
a quizzical eyebrow.


Madiha did not budge from the doorway.
Parinita looked uncomfortable beside her.


But she was seeing too red to move
now. Kuracha blinked hard and shook her head.


"You are the one becoming
over-emotional here, Colonel. Though the distance will be only a few hours, no,
they will not be first, I'm afraid. This has been left under my authority."


"Commissar, there is precedent
for this--"


"Not under my command."
Kuracha cut in.


Madiha closed her hand into a fist.


"It would vastly recover the
morale of this nation's finest soldiers if--"


"You are dismissed, Colonel. Your
troops will be safe and home, in an orderly fashion."


Kuracha continued to act as if she had
gotten the final word, and turned back to Varus.


"So, my dear, who was this Gwendolyn you kept mumbling about, hmm?"


Varus flinched.


Madiha walked up to the table.


Parinita gasped, but was not quick
enough to stop her.


In a flash, Madiha raised a leg
and kicked Kuracha's backrest, knocking her down.


For an instant it seemed as though she
would kick the dainty woman in the chest.


Such a blow would have broken bones.
Knocking down the chair was merely surprising.


Nevertheless Kuracha hit the floor
hard.


She scurried onto her back with great
quickness and stared up at Madiha.


Her hands were shaking slightly, and
it seemed like she wanted to reach for a gun.


Something, however, stayed her hand,
and she recollected herself.


"You forget your place,
Colonel." She hissed from the floor.


"No, you're confused as to your
own."


Madiha took a knee and stared down, as
if to say, 'I'm still bigger even doing this.'


She loomed over Kuracha, making
herself a dangerous physical presence.


"This is not your personal
playground anymore, Commissar. This is not a labor camp full of ne'er-do-wells
for you to boss around. This is not a KVW political office for you vault ranks
through parroting a party line. While you were hunting stray trains my troops
were in this city steeped in its death and treachery. They will be evacuated
first. I'm very short tonight, Commissar. And I know for a fact, right now, I
am more valuable than you."


Kuracha stared at her defiantly. She
was not threatened, not in the least.


In fact, she looked just as flighty as
ever. Her words dripped with sarcasm and skepticism.


"Colonel, has anyone ever taught
you the power of please? It is a magic word." She said.
"I am a person of respect, and this frankly. It is beneath you;
beneath your legend."


She practically spat out the last word
like venom.


Madiha remembered a pair of ruffians
some time ago who told her, while withholding information she needed, that if
she made friends and asked nicely, instead of demanding, she would have gotten
what she wanted. That was back before she knew these people would betray,
kidnap and torture her, and that she would ultimately murder them all.


Kuracha was someone she would come to
blows with. She knew this already.


There were all kinds of communists.
Even those who agreed politically may not personally.


Madiha had hated many of her own
people. But Kuracha was something else altogether.


She felt it, as if it was being
carried in the air around her. Kuracha was dangerous.


She radiated something unseemly,
something vitriolic to people.


Was this part of her power too? She
had felt Varus' weakness, felt the blows that the Paladin had taken, felt her
defeat enough to almost see it. Now from Kuracha, she smelled the
wantonness, and felt the frustration, and the casual application of power, the
lust for dominance over others. Kuracha was cloyingly, sickeningly sweet, and
she turned sweet like the sugars in a plantain: activated by fire, by violence,
by the application of force.


Kuracha loved to
have others under her power. That love was sweet as death was dark.


And perhaps some part of her loved to
be captive and to be forced and driven down.


It confirmed to her the power she
still had, even towered over by someone stronger.


Madiha shook her head. All of these
things had flooded her mind in an instant.


She was almost reeling from the shock
of it. Like a lightning bolt outside had stricken her.


A bolt of insight, of empathy, all of
it unwanted.


"I will evacuate your troops
first. But only because this isn't worth fighting over."


Kuracha acquiesced, and perhaps in her
mind, it was all a sign of her strength.


Madiha had lost control.


She stood, turned her back, and made
for the door.


"Colonel, I can be an angel or a
devil. It's entirely your choice." Kuracha said.


"I'll consider it,
Commissar."


Madiha did not look at Kuracha's face
as she pushed through the doorway.


Parinita bowed her head respectfully
at the door and followed right after.


Walking aimlessly, in a random
direction, Madiha was stomping her feet. She went out under the rain, slowly
soaking. She felt the shame sinking in with the water, and started moving faster.
Everything about Rangda, everything that had happened, she realized it was all
characterized by a lack of control. Madiha's impulses had driven her through
all of it. She felt suddenly as if at no point had she truly mastered herself,
and been a willing pilot in her own life. She projected that anger, that
frustration, that recklessness, to everything that had transpired. From the
Mansas, to the Elves, it was all wanton id.


Soon she was running through the rain,
as if trying to outrun her thoughts.


"Madiha, are you okay? Talk to
me!"


Someone came running in from behind,
struggling with an umbrella.


Catching up, Parinita laid hand on
Madiha's shoulder and tried to slow her down.


"This isn't the way to the
airport."


"I apologize. I made a fool of
myself, of you; of us."


Madiha stopped dead under the storm.
She felt tears starting to gather in her eyes.


Parinita ran around her and stood in
front, holding her hands.


"That was reckless back then, but
you were doing it for deserving people." She said. "Please don't hold
yourself in contempt for it, Madiha! You had good intentions, and that woman
was definitely trying to get under your skin. I don't hold any of it against
you."


Madiha could not bear to look at her.
She felt like a monster.


"No. It was all my own
self-righteousness and stubbornness. It's always been."


It seemed totalizing; she projected
this event throughout all of her life.


She felt like she was realizing how
wrong she had always been.


It was not liberating. It was like
falling in a pit. It was like dying.


"Madiha, please--"


"First Mansa's subordinates got a
rise out of me; then Chakrani made me lose my composure; Von Drachen put me off
balance; and now this. This is all such a mess."


"Those were all infuriating things.
You're human. It happens. You're not perfect!"


Madiha sighed, and it came out as a
heavy sob, and shook the tears out of her.


Parinita looked around to see if
anyone was there.


She seemed satisfied; they appeared to
be deep in the station, amid empty, waiting trains.


With the coast clear she raised her
hands to Madiha's cheeks, parted her hair, and tiptoed.


Madiha did not resist the kiss.


She did not reciprocate with much
energy, but did not resist.


"Madiha, please calm down. You've
been through a lot. Give yourself some space. Please."


Madiha sighed again, feeling
frustrated with herself for this weakness.


"I fear I am devolving back into
the impulsiveness of my youth." She whimpered.


She locked eyes with her lover, and
found an unruly sort of stare meeting hers.


Parinita grinned coquettishly, one
hand over her lips. "Oh~ really~? Well, I for one am excited at the
prospect of a more passionate and hot-blooded Madiha Nakar."


She moved her hands in a cute little
flourish.


Madiha burst into an involuntary
chuckle.


"I can't believe you'd tease me
when I'm this vulnerable." She said.


"Aww. I'm sorry. I was trying to
make you smile."


Madiha turned her head awkwardly, her
face flushed from crying and from kissing.


"You nearly got me." She
said. Her mind was slowly clearing, just a touch.


Perhaps it was Parinita's influence
over the flame of Madiha's power, like magic.


Like telepathy.


Or perhaps, Parinita was just that
sweet and that good.


Madiha's distress started to turn into
embarrassment.


"I'm sorry. I've got us both
soaking wet. I've been acting like a child."


Parinita backed away a step, still
holding Madiha's hands, and smiled.


"Forget it. At any rate, you said
in Bada Aso you reconnected with lost memories, right? It's only natural you'd
change after that; and after everything else that's happened too. You've been
hurt and exhausted and you've never once thought of yourself in all of
it."


Parinita sighed and looked out over
the trains.


"I'm so worried, and I just,
don't know what to do sometimes. But I'm here for you."


Madiha squeezed her hands. "I'm
sorry. I did not mean to worry you."


"Just let me take care of you
every once in a while. Okay? If you can't do it for yourself."


They started to walk again, this time
the right away to the airport. Parinita held up the umbrella, but they were
both dripping wet, and cold, shivering, and the storm was making them struggle
to keep the thing over their heads. Once more they had to pick up their space
and start running, until they returned to the platform. Making sure to remain
out of sight from Kuracha's car, the two of them sought shelter at the station.
Dripping all over a bench, they waited for a car to come that could be hailed
and pick them up.


It was a pathetic scene, but not every
battle ended gloriously.


Probably most events in history
simply transitioned to inglorious peace without warning.


Madiha sighed deeply.


"Hey, don't. Just cuddle up to me
for warmth and stop thinking about it."


Parinita seemed to readily preempt
Madiha's dark thoughts.


Wrapping themselves up in a towel
provided by a nearby soldier, they clung close.


"I meant what I said, by the way.
You're taking some time off to recover."


Madiha tried to work up a little
smile. "I will readily acquiesce."


"I'll schedule a relaxing film
just for us. And a warm bed right after."


Parinita whispered in a sultry voice.


Madiha felt a momentary titillation at
the thought.


"I'd like that." She said
awkwardly, remembering their last time.


Parinita, meanwhile, had a face like a
fox poised to devour.


"Please calm down about it
though." Madiha added.


Together they waited, for the car, for
the plane, for a change of clothes.


And in the sky, and off in the
distance, and with time, they saw the edge of the desert.


One more inglorious transition in
history.
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Overhead, a livid sun bore down on a
white, rocky beach beset by a turbulent ocean.


Gaul Von Drachen sat up, and spat out
sea water.


His entire being hurt. Everything
hurt. Being himself simply hurt.


His whole existence was hurt.
But it was fine enough. He was alive.


Recovering some sense of what had
transpired, he stood up.


Farther down the shallows on the
shore, he saw another, familiar body.


Absentmindedly, he picked up a crab
from the sand and threw it at the man.


"Puñeta!"


Gutierrez cried out and struggled
monumentally with the crab on the wet shore.


Von Drachen walked past him, reassured
knowing that he was still alive in some form.


He started to walk.


Time had lost most of its meaning to
him. Owing to the heat, and maybe thirst and now perhaps malnutrition,
depending on how long he had been out, Von Drachen's world was a blurring,
shifting mess, and the seamless, endless landscape of the Ayvartan beach seemed
to play endless tricks on his mind. For example, in the distance, he thought he
saw a pair of beautiful young girls, in shining silver outfits, waiting on the
beach.


They were not waiting for him; he
figured they would know right away he was just not interested. Nymphs must
have had some way to parse which men were worth eating.


As he walked past, however, he tripped
on a stone, and nearly fell.


However, the taller of the nymphs
seized him, and they laid him down on the beach.


"Is it an enemy soldier?"
asked one.


"Without a gun he's not an enemy
anything. He's just a victim."


"You're far too kind Gwen. Jeez.
He could be dangerous."


"He looks like you could snap him
in half. Come on."


One of the girls loomed over Von
Drachen. She had a shining face and golden hair.


"I am known Gwendolyn." She
said, in tormented, slow Ayvartan. "Are you forsaken--"


"Good god, the word you want
is lost. Lost. Potea." He
shouted in elvish.


Gwendolyn drew back and kicked sand in
his face.


She stormed off.


"Now, now." said the other
girl, darker-haired, more severe-looking. "Things just got interesting
here. So you speak Lubonin, huh? Where did you wash up from, stranger?"


Von Drachen spat out the salt on his
tongue, and delivered a surprisingly swift reply.


"I'm General Gaul Von Drachen of
the Cissean-Nochtish combined Allied forces--"


"Forget that Drachen
jerk Lydia; Lydia, look!"


On the beach, that awful Gwendolyn
girl suddenly pointed out to sea.


Lydia looked over the ocean and
smiled.


Von Drachen struggled to crane his
head to his side.


When he did, he saw in the distance
the massive figure of a Vittoria-class battleship.


He grinned. He laughed.


He laughed with such cadence Gwendolyn
and Lydia were disturbed.


Both of them seemed ready to kick sand
in his face again.


And yet, lying on the sand, injured
and dehydrated and defeated, Von Drachen laughed.


"You won this time, Madiha Nakar!
But there will be such a splendid infinitude of battles! So much chaos! Is it the
sun, or does it look like a glorious future is ahead of us?"


It was not the most rational thing to
do, but he reveled in it.
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Federation of Northern States, Nocht – Rhinea


 


"Ugh."


She awakened to an atmosphere of heat
and sweat, but also cold, clinging to her skin. Once the haze of pleasure had
blown out of the room with the central air, it left behind the staid
reality that followed a fantasy. She was back in the world, a person once more
inhibited, and she could hardly stand the disappointment and tedium she felt
then.


It was the least delectable part of
the transgression: dealing with the consequences.


"Why do I keep doing this to
myself?"


Cecilia Foss mumbled to herself as she
stared into the placid face of the very nude woman in front of her, peeling the
woman's legs off her waist while at the same time gently extricating herself
from the arms of her sleeping boyfriend, just behind her. It had become almost
a talent, a series of acrobatics, to retrieve herself in such situations.
Making sure not to awaken anyone, she slowly left her bedmates, gently stirring
behind her.


Surveying the scene, there were a lot
of cigarettes, a lot of drinks, a lot of discarded rubber. This was a hotel
room made for thrashing, thank God; she was certainly not going to pay any fees
for it. She recalled all too clearly the reason for all this. She wished she didn't;
in short it was stress, greed, hunger and neediness and loneliness. Perhaps not
so short.


It was an important date, too! And she
had blown it off to fuck a computer and her boy.


"Ugh. I'm the worst. God damn it.
She's waiting; Agatha's going to be waiting."


She found her leggings, her heels, her
skirt and blazer, and the rest of it, strewn about the room. Her brassiere was
nowhere to be found; Cecilia glanced over the bed with misty eyes, shook her
head, and stubbornly dressed without it. God knows she needed it,
but life wasn't always so forgiving. She dressed, patted everything down, took
a quick trip to the restroom to wash her face and apply a coat of lipstick--
and the moment she turned around again, making to leave the bathroom, there she
was at the door. Cecilia sighed.


"It's so like you to hit me and
run like this, Lia. This must be the millionth time."


Gretchen had on a fake, coquettish
pouting face, her short, curly brown locks greatly disturbed, her body wrapped
in her partner's discarded button-down shirt. Dangling from her fingers was
Cecilia's brassiere. Seeing it again, Cecilia kind of wanted it back; it was
big, lacy and cute and firm and having walked a few meters without it she
dearly missed it.


"I'm losing my touch. I didn't
expect you to be awake." Cecilia said.


"No, trust me, you've still
got your touch." Gretchen said, winking at her.


Cecilia averted her gaze.
"Usually I'm enough for the women I'm seeing."


Gretchen scoffed and rolled her eyes.
"So you can fuck everyone, but everyone has to--."


"Yes, it's not fair but it's how things work around here." Cecilia interrupted
with a grin.


She could not help but feel a little
bit jealous of the rings on their fingers; just a little.


Not because she wanted the same; she
just didn't want people in her life to leave her out.


Though judging by the current events,
she would not have to worry about that too much.


Gretchen flicked the bra at her, and
Cecilia caught it.


Casually, she started to undress again
so as to put it on.


"Where are you off to now?
Three-timing me?"


"You can't really call it that?
At any rate, I'm meeting a friend."


"Just a friend?"


"She's a special friend, but yes.
She's married."


"Wow. Do you realize what you
just said?"


"I know."


She was married in a way nobody else
Cecilia slept with was "married." Even these two.


It was commonly said by the
conservatives that Nocht had lost god, had lost marriage, had lost itself in
the frenzy of power and industrialism. Its institutions were a shambles as were
its ethics. For the state was only war and killing, the sex of machines; for
the treasury, there was only plunder and privation, the sex of economy; and for
individual people, whatever indulgence was their sex. Cecilia was not the
average Nochtish citizen.


She had never had a faith in anything
to begin with.


She told herself, she was a simple
person. She just wanted to have fun, pure, easy fun, with whatever pleasure she
set her sights on. She found things and took them because she wanted them and
because she could. Difficult things to get, became games to be won.


But in the end even the difficult
things remained simple.


Or so she thought; but the way her
stomach churned and her heart trembled when she thought of meeting Agatha
Lehner, after all she had done, after all that had been done to her, to both of
them. It was not simple at all. It was the most complicated thing for her.


Achim never made her feel that way.


She thought he would; but he never
did. He was simple, just like her.


Simple and comforting in his
simplicity, which is what she liked about him.


She had known Agatha longer; and she
only became more complicated with time.


"I'm still here, you know."


Cecilia tried to move to the door,
lost in thought.


She was nearly face to face with
Gretchen.


Gretchen was complicated too, but in a
simple way.


"I'm not going to let you dine
and dash this time." Gretchen said.


Cecilia smiled.


She leaned forward, pulled Gretchen in
by the tie around her neck, pilfered from her man.


She took her sloppily painted lips
into her own luscious red embrace.


"I'll see you later. Alone."


She spoke as her tongue parted her
lover's, and she walked off at the same time too.


Gretchen made no argument.


 


Nocht Federation
-- Windsbach, Haupt Radar Center


 


High atop the mountains separating
Windsbach from the northernmost Republics, was a snow unlike anyone had ever
seen, even in the mountain villages. However, the signals technicians at the
Windsbach Haupt Radar Center did not see this snow fall, silver and swirling
like ribbons from the clouds. Since the war began they were on long, rotating
shifts that did not end until one was sure, with perfect certainty, to be
replaced for at least twelve hours with another restless soul awaiting the
slaughter come out from the sky.


All of them had been reared as adults
on the nihilism of "the bomber will always get through." And yet,
their job was to stand defiant against it. Should the bomber come, they had to
know when, from where, and what it sought. They had to deliver the unspoken
retribution that nearly always came to the bomber that "got through."
Scrambling fighters, summoning air defense. These were part of their
responsibilities. They had to protect the civilians too, by sounding the air
raid sirens and alerting the fire brigades.


Like diviners from ancient times, they
had only their scrying glasses: the massive FREIJA radar arrays, top of the
line technology, hooked up to glowing green displays that pulsed with eldritch
life inside the cold steel bunkers. While Ayvarta slowly toyed with short
ranged mobile ground radars hiding in puny trucks, Nocht gambled its money
on colossal stationary radars with incredible range and power. Untold amounts
of energy flowed into the FREIJA arrays, and their signals could cover
vast quadrants of Nocht's sky and coast.


Inside the FREIJA bunkers, the
technicians watched the green light pulse, and they waited.


For the long-timers, the magic had
worn off. Their own planes showed up on the radar too, though nowadays,
practices had evolved such that advanced warning was given to them to prevent
panic and disarray. Seeing those blips made the possibility of an enemy blip
far less mythical. Those were hunks of metal in the sky too. Newcomers were
glued to their cathode-ray tubes, as interested in them as children had become
with Television.


On that fateful winter day of the
42nd, radar technician Helmut Weigel sat in front of his CRT and saw nothing.
He waited for hours, he ate his lunch at his desk, he read a book, nervously
peeking at his station radar between pages to the point it almost became a
character in stories. He looked over the energy output, checked the temperature
and atmospheric pressure readings, and pored over various other gauges every
thirty minutes.


His shift passed; he declared his
intention to stand so as not to startle anyone.


From the upper floors where the
military officers congregated, a young woman in uniform came down and urged him
to stay in his seat. His replacement had an accident.


"You will have to stay
here."She said. "We'll procure food and a chance of clothes, and I
can stay here for fifteen minutes while you wash up. But you must come back to
work."


Helmut did not protest. What had he to
go back to? He lived on his own in the village.


"What kind of food can I get?"


That was his only question, to which
the young woman did not reply. She urged him out.


Once he was clean and had on a fresh
shirt, coat and a change of pants, he sat back down.


Until a replacement could be found, he
was on shift. He would keep working.


He stared at his screen, and saw a
dozen blips all clustered together.


On his desk, just below all the
gauges, he turned a page on his book. He was almost done with it, but he had
another in his suitcase. Helmut loved fantasy adventures, with brave heroes and
nasty goblins and mysterious dames. He put one back in his suitcase, retrieved
another, and spread it open right in front of his monitor. He saw the blaring
blips again.


Helmut put down his book, and he
stared dumbfounded at the screen.


Coming in from the east were dozens of
bombers.


Hundreds of them.


Helmut stared until the green glow
burned in his retinas.


He reached for the telephone at his
side.


"Hello? My CRT is broken. Can you
send someone down here?"


Procedure dictated he describe the
problem in detail--


But on the other end, an engineer too
cheerful to have work simply said, "Sure!"


And then they hung up on him.


Helmut stared back at the screen. They
were not going away.


Those blips were moving.


He ripped a piece of paper from the
side of his workstation and found the numbers for his counterparts in various
other stations. Every week they performed a comprehensive data
corroboration drill, where Helmut and all of his colleagues in Windbach would
call their doppelgangers in Junzien or Tauta or Ciel, and compare readings
where their signals met.


"Hello, this is Helmut Weigel,
station #13 Windbach. My station's catching a large concentration of enemy
aircraft coming in east-southeast at latitude--"


Helmut described everything he needed
to and while he did, he heard an eerie echo from every station around him.
People rattling off coordinates and latitudes on the phone, the sharp twisting
of the rotary dials, the incredulous chatter between every stations.


"I'm afraid I don't see anything
on my end Helmut. I think you've got an ACS fault."


Automatic control system, the
mechanical network that kept the gauges running and regulated the current
between stations and dishes, and so on. To so casually say that the entire
FREIJA system in Windbach was broken to so fundamental a point put Helmut
greatly at ease. Around the room, there was a great heaving sigh of relief as
more information came in. No other overlapping stations saw the cluster. It was
just ACS.


"Radar techs can go home! We'll
request patrol flights to cover the gap."


That same girl from earlier, who told
Helmut to stay, was now ordering everyone to go.


People grabbed their coats, lined up
at the door, and made their way out.


Until the stations were fixed there
was no use keeping extraneous staff around.


Outside though, the radar technicians
paused all at once, considering the landscape.


Blowing in the wind, all around them,
was a snow of silver ribbons mixed in with white.


Helmut held out his hand, and he
caught strands, like Hollyday tinsel.


He wanted to report it, right away.
But at the door to the bunker, he met with disdain.


"Just go and don't cause any
trouble."


Helmut was speechless.


Aluminum. He wanted to say that word.


It had a radar signature. They had to
know, right?


Why was aluminum falling from the sky?


 


Nocht Federation – Rhinea


 


Cecilia Foss
left her cab about an hour before noon, and sighed to herself with relief.


"I made
it in time. I should get her something." She said to herself.


She looked
around the street and spotted the chocolateur's shop she had visited once
before. Due to its stiff prices, she had hoped to avoid it. However, there was
a dearth of choices. Agatha wouldn't have accepted flowers and Cecilia knew not
the condition of her waistline, so she could not buy her clothes. Any of the
other categories of appropriate gifts would've been too expensive for their
sorts of rendezvous. She loved Aggie, but what modern sapphic had the
money to buy a lover diamonds and pearls or caviar and wine?


Shaking her
head with consternation, Cecilia stepped into the chocolateur's.


Though that
annoying old man was nowhere to be seen, his hand was everywhere.


There was a
short line at the register; and an extra decimal place on many of the prices.


Cecilia sighed
deeply. She went to pick up a box of truffles a size smaller (and a decimal
place shorter) than the one she had bought before. As she reached to swipe the
cheap box before anyone else saw the thrifty purchase or contested it, she
struck a gloved hand.


"Excuse
you--" She was about to hiss venom, but was surprised by the hand's owner.


Drawing back
from her was a man in a grey coat and cap, lanky and disproportionate, as if he
had been extruded through something. He looked big and tough but it was all
coat, Cecilia could tell from the neck, and the flash of wrist. Thin, an older
man, with an angular appearance, grave in the face, with a sharp nose. He had a
tired look about him.


"Einschel?"
Cecilia asked.


"Cecilia."
Dreschner said.


She blinked,
and knew not quite where to start. She never really did with Dreschner.


He had been
something like a father to her, but not enough to make things easy.


Or perhaps
they were as easy as they could be. She wasn't sure how she would think of a
"real" father, and maybe it had been for the best Dreschner wasn't so
hands-on.


"Those
were for you. I can pay for them and you can take them for your purposes."


"Interesting.
You're not going to visit Flavia?"


"I think
she would rather I did not. This one was the last straw for her."


Cecilia
imagined in her head some kind of comical scene with Dreschner's wife forcing
him to choose between panzers and herself, and Dreschner driving away in an old
M2. It was probably something more tragic than that; but at any rate that was
none of her concern. She nodded her acknowledgement to Dreschner, and picked up
the box.


Together they
walked to the cash register and stood in line.


"Are you
here for the Allied Forces Assessment?" Cecilia asked.


"I was
called to report personally." Dreschner said.


He sounded
curiously unemotional toward such a notable achievement.


"I didn't
think you were important enough for that." Cecilia teased.


"I've
become more important." Dreschner replied.


Of course; he
had gone to Ayvarta, like he had gone to the islands before.


To make
something of himself in the war, to advance his status.


"Are you
satisfied with your progress then?"


"No."


He sounded
blunt enough now she did not ask him to elaborate.


"Why
visit me?" Cecilia asked.


"Flavia
has our sons, and her sons. She has family. You've got less."


Cecilia felt
compelled to snap back at him. "I don't need you."


"I'm not
here because I'm needed or wanted. I'm simply here."


"Do you
want to be here then?"


"I am
here."


Over their
awkward exchange rose a third voice, in anger.


"God damn
it, learn to count or go back home!"


Cecilia raised
her eyes. Behind the cash register was a dark skinned woman, long-haired,
dressed in a smart-looking uniform with a baker's cap. She was struggling with
change for a large denomination mark. A man in a thick fur coat and cap heckled
her from the other side of the counter. Every time he shouted, she shook up,
and probably had to start over counting. Cecilia sighed. Everyone else in line
was becoming uncomfortable with it.


"Shorry sir, un momend." Said the cashier, on the verge of tears.


"You've
had enough time! You and your kind are nothing but an inconvenience! Dragging
the world into war and dragging the fucking shops into the stone
age now too! You can't learn the language, you can't learn to count,
what's wrong with you, lazy m--"


Dreschner
stepped forward from his place in the line.


"Jeez,
Einschel stop--"


Cecilia
couldn't grab his coat fast enough.


He charged up
to the register, and delivered a sharp shove to the man's shoulder.


"Hey what
the fu--"


Upon seeing
the uniform, the irate customer paused in his tracks.


His face
turned white and his bravado seemed to leave him.


"You are
holding up the line, you sniveling coward." Dreschner said.


"General."
mumbled the man.


Dreschner
stepped forward, once more invading the man's space.


"You can
tell my rank? I bet you're a failed recruit. You wouldn't last two seconds in
Ayvarta. These people you so disdain would humiliate you, you worthless
fool."


Dreschner
nodded to the lady behind the register and counted the money quickly.


"You
don't deserve to even breathe the air she and her people do. Take it and
go."


Dreschner
threw the coins at the man's face.


Stumbling
backwards, he scrambled around the shelves and left the shop.


He turned to
the rest of the people in line.


"Do the
rest of you have some decency and patience?"


There were
nodding heads.


Cecilia
covered her face in her hands and wanted to die.


Once it was
her turn at the register, she thought to apologize to the woman, who was surely
embarrassed and shocked and distressed by the whole thing, but she figured, the
woman would be even more embarrassed, shocked, and distressed, by receiving the
pity of a stranger at the cash register. So she merely pushed Dreschner away
like a rambling grandfather prior to exchanging her money; and she made sure to
give exact change.


"Dank you so mush." said the young lady at the
register.


Cecilia
blinked and looked up from the chocolates and the cash in her wallet. She took
actual notice of the woman then. Her Nochtish was okay; her voice deep and
lovely. Rich brown skin, smooth dark hair, a little yellow dab of something on
her nose, rich red lips.


She had a
radiant smile and gorgeous green eyes-- and a good figure too.


"Listen,
I--"


There was
something the cashier girl was trying unsuccessfully to hide at her station.


Cecilia was
tall enough to see a familiar little green book lying behind the register.


It was the
same sort Cecilia had read when studying for her own citizenship.


After that one war, that made it a little dirty
to be a Frank, to speak with an accent.


"Here's
my number, call here at night if you need someone to practice with."


Cecilia
quickly scrawled it down and handed it to the cashier, whose face lit up.


"I sertainly vill! Dank you so mush--"


"Cecilia.
Tell me yours when you call me, doll."


With a
flourish of her blond hair, Cecilia turned on her heel and departed the shop.


At her back,
the Ayvartan cashier girl watched her leave, probably in awe.


Perhaps she
felt a sense of the romantic mystery left in the air in Cecilia's wake.


Cecilia,
however, just felt so awkward that she had to leave immediately.


"What was
all of that?" Dreschner asked, following several steps behind her in
haste.


"Ugh.
Don't talk to me. I don't know you. I don't know anyone at all." Cecilia
said.


"Well. I
don't know what to do with you. I try to be generous, I try to help you--"


"You know
what to do now, and it's not talk to me." Cecilia replied.


Dreschner
paused for a moment, boiling over red.


Cecilia kept
on walking with an inexpressive face and a careless swing to her gait.


Despite this,
Dreschner continued to follow behind her as they went down the main street in
Rhinea. Perhaps he was going the same way, or perhaps he had something still to
say.


Whatever the
case, she was ignoring him.


She hoped
dearly to hear that girl calling. She was probably her type.


That would
make this hellish day worthwhile, Cecilia thought.










Windsbach
station repair personnel looked upon the radars with consternation.


Repairs on the
ACS would not be speedy, and it was necessary to make absolutely sure before a
piece of the defense network was taken offline, that it was necessary to do so.
That it could not limp along, that it could not be troubleshooted, that what
was on that screen was not supposed to be there, or caused by some external
force. They knew not about the significance of the aluminum, not yet. When a radar
was taken apart, the base went on lock-down. FREIJA was the most guarded secret
of Nochtish information tech.


Windsbach,
however, was not alone. All across the Federation's northern and eastern coasts
there were a series of oddities that had the radar engineers calling back and
forth.


"Varburg,
this is Windsbach, we got large bogeys headed north-northeast, do you copy?"


"Negative
Windsbach, don't know what to tell you, we got clear skies over here."


"Tauta,
this is Kielring, the lights here are screaming aircraft, what's your
status?"


"Got
nothing weird up here Tauta. You must have your ACS going or something."


It was
exhausting for all parties involved. With their hearts clutched hard in their
chests, their lungs screaming for breath through the stress, through the
uncertainty, they called their counterparts, and they worked over the lines,
never looking directly at the skies, only at the infallible FREIJA, the
invaluable FREIJA. In this solipsistic shelter they worked out the procedure to
the letter, with the utmost care, to insure secrecy, efficiency, safety.


"Just to
be safe, fighter patrols are routing to the affected areas until the dishes are
fixed."


Everyone was
thankful for the eyes, but their work had to continue regardless.


There were
more exchanges. Every different place, calling every other different place.


A silent panic
to the world at large, for all the stress was confined to the wires.


"Ciel,
this is Morthufe, we're having a spot of bother with these dishes. Your skies
clear?"


"No,
we're having the same trouble, but we called the observatory at Cathgad.
Nothing."


"God damn
it."


"Schneeheim,
this is Junzien, we got clear skies, but the coasts are going nuts.
How's--"


"THEY'RE
EVERYWHERE!"


Soon as the
operator in Junzien connected to Schneeheim there was a great rumbling
over the telephone line, it sounded like they were in the middle of an
earthquake over there. This gave the Junzien radar center a great fright, and
that fright turned to terror with every scream of desperation that Schneeheim managed
to send through the unfolding chaos.


"We've
got fighters over the ice, how the hell did they get through, Junzien?"


Nobody wanted
to acknowledge the significance, because if they did, it would become a matter
of whose fault it was. It was already one -- how the hell did they
get through --
but it would become someone's responsibility to fix it the moment it was
acknowledged. And so everyone was speechless, shellshocked into submission as
Schneeheim screamed for help.


"We've
got people on the ground, we've got guns firing, but it's too much!"


Patrols were
alerted, in mealy-mouthed tones, that something was happening up north.


Vaguely,
Tauta, and Ciel, and Windsbach, and those other places, were briefly spoken to.


"Oh god
they're Helvetian! Those are Bearcat II and Cathawks! Helvetians!"


This was
perhaps the last thing anyone wanted to hear about this situation.


And it would
be the last thing they heard.


At that point
the line to Schneeheim died, and it was no longer their problem.


It was
Junzien's; and it was also Rhinea's.


Both
lay within the immediate zone of attack of any force that hit Schneeheim.


Especially a
Helvetian heavy bombardment force prepared enough to blind their radars.


 


Nocht Federation -- Rhinea,
Cafe Liberté


 


"I'm going to meet someone, you
can go now." Cecilia said.


Behind her, Dreschner snorted. "I
wasn't following you. I have someone to meet too."


Cecilia turned her head back from over
her shoulder and flounced along.


Her ability to acknowledge and ignore
him on a whim seemed to cause him consternation.


He was red in the face half the time
she peeked back. It didn't matter; in fact it was funny.


Rhinea's streets had changed in their
character since last she had seen them up close. She drove through in official
cars or in cabs every so often, but from the ground one could see things had
gotten a little meaner. There were lines at recruitment offices, and some at
soup kitchens too. Once pristine streets were just a little dirtier. There was
a dearth of infrastructure workers and infrastructure work; slowly, but surely,
everything and mostly everyone was going into the war. In the market, prices
were creeping up. Rationing was not yet in effect, but shoppers spoke jokingly
of getting their meat fresh while they could.


Crossing into the beautiful, upscale
new quarter, she saw nylons at the boutiques going up in price, as the
materials were used for war. She saw many women at the restaurants and at the
wineries and in the park, alone or with others like them; Cecilia liked the
image but she knew deep down the majority of these women were not dating each
other. They were keeping each other company for lack of their boys, who had all
been plucked away to war.


Come to think of it; almost all the
shops had women workers now.


Even in the fine arts of men,
like the jewelers, chefs, sommeliers; all women now.


It was a nice change of scenery, but
it was not for a good nor natural cause.


She wondered if that man back there
was embittered by all of this.


To remain behind when the whole nation
seemed to want him dead somewhere else.


Behind her, Dreschner continued to
walk, his eyes fixed forward.


Did he notice any of this? Did he not
see his hand in it? Or was he trying to ignore it?


Then again, Cecilia had a hand in all
of this now too.


On the first floor of the Hotel
Meridian was a little place called the Cafe Liberté that was special
to Cecilia, and Agatha too; they had met there as teens, when no place other
than an pricey Frankish coffee shop operating out of a second-rate Hotel would
hire a poor teenager with a thick "foreign" accent. Her accent
had smoothed out; and she was hired somewhere far better now. But this was
still the place everything had started for them.


At the front of the Cafe, leaning on a
pillar, was a young woman in uniform.


As always, Cecilia paused to consider
as much as she could consider beneath notice.


This girl had mousy hair, and
glasses, and was smoking a cigarette out of a little tank tin.


Short and skinny and a little
dry but with the sort of innocent cuteness that was tempting.


Cecilia paused for a moment, and
Dreschner moved past her.


He approached the woman and her face
lit up.


Dreschner seemed to soften up a little
as he looked at her as well.


Cecilia felt a strange sense of
urgency, part serious, part comedic, and stepped forward.


"Pops, c'mon, you can't,
you're not--"


She tugged on his coat.


"Oh, now you know who I am?"


He half-turned to meet her with a
quizzical expression.


Cecilia shoved him a little with her
palm.


"One step back, jeez. You get in
people's space too much."


"Good god."
Dreschner snorted.


"Anyway, you'd better not be
doing anything untoward, okay?"


"Untoward?"


"Look, she's not your type at
all--"


"What are you saying?"


Dreschner shot her a suddenly furious
look.


Cecilia raised her hands defensively
and backed away with a nervous grin.


She wasn't sure anymore if she had
been teasing him or chiding him seriously.


Behind both of them, the woman in
question raised a hand.


With a good-natured smile on her face,
the uniformed girl asked, "Um, what is--"


"Karla, meet my dirty-minded,
no-good daughter Cecilia." Dreschner said suddenly.


"Um, ok--"


Cecilia shot a hand past Dreschner and
shook this "Karla's" hand with a smile.


"Pleased to meet you, I hope my
insufferable, disreputable, tantrum-throwing old man has not yelled at you too
much for wearing your shoes wrong or some other minor thing."


"Um, he really hasn't--"


"Please don't mind my
embarrassing, childish, amoral adult daughter's loose tongue."


"Well, ok--"


"Cecilia! You're late!"


Everyone's heads turned toward the
cafe entrance.


Karla's face lit up; Dreschner raised
an eyebrow; Cecilia felt like she'd sink into the earth.


Standing at the threshold was Agatha
Lehner, famous movie star and model and fashion icon. Her entire person begged
to be noticed, she practically blew the air out of the atmosphere. Bold red
lips, bouncy blonde hair, shockingly bright blue eyes, perfect skin; her dress
filled the beholder with awe, filmy black mesh halfway over the breast,
brilliant red elsewhere in fiery waves that hugged her body tight down the
waist, the hips, modern and showy, almost scandalous, and slitted to reveal
long, shapely legs wrapped in nylon.


"Looks like I must be off."
Cecilia said. "It was unpleasant meeting you, pops. Adieu."


Dreschner rolled his eyes. Karla took
a step forward and tapped Cecilia on the back.


"Excuse me, Ms. Daughter ma'am,
is that Agatha Lehner? Can I have her autograph?"


"Some other time, mouse-girl.
It's a private meeting."


She had the nickname read on the
girl's cigarette tin, "Mauschen."


Cecilia could put her keen eyes to
both good uses and terrible ones.


At any rate, she had shot to shit her
chances with cute little Mauschen. At Dreschner's side, the girl was speechless
at first, and then quickly as sour-looking as he was. Both of them stared
daggers at her for a cold minute before storming off together elsewhere.


Agatha Lehner looked no more pleased
with her than they were.


"What was holding you up? Who
were those soldiers?" Agatha asked.


Cecilia walked past her into the Cafe.
"There's always soldiers, Aggie. I work for a king."


"Messiah defend. You're
impossible."


"I got you chocolates."


"You really shouldn't have."


Despite everything, they sat down
together in a little table by the window, and a cute waitress took their order.
They had sugary coffees and little cakes, and Cecilia turned up the charm. She
was all smiles, she maintained constant eye contact, and she was quick to
flatter. In the span of few minutes between sitting down and having their first
tastes of coffee, Agatha was about as buttered up as she would be before the
night's embraces.


"I know I look wonderful. You can
stop that." Agatha said.


"Oh, but I can't help
myself." Cecilia said.


"You're reminding me of him
now." Agatha said.


"Ouch."


"Though I think on some level you
encourage each other's awful personality."


"Achim is self-actuated every
day, nobody winds his key. Every morning he wakes up and he just slams
into our lives like the next disc in a jukebox, and right then and there
he--"


"Please stop."


Agatha sighed, and Cecilia giggled.


"Fine, fine."


"To be honest, I expected you to
turn me down." Agatha said.


"Who would turn down a chance to
meet the lovely Agatha Lehner?"


"You, countless times."


Cecilia waved it off like a bug in the
air. "Hey, listen, I have responsibilities sometimes."


"Yes, to many other women
whom you also tell that."


"Savage." Cecilia sighed.
"Achim's on some beyond top secret trip to the Far North."


"Probably that dig site at the
Loup reserve." Agatha said. "It's been on the news."


"Something's going on there, but
who cares. Nothing that wins this war will come out of that ice. They probably
struck gas there and Achim's friends want dibs on extraction."


"I suppose my husband's
corruption calls for top secrecy." Agatha said bluntly.


"It's
fine, he'll pardon himself."


Agatha wasn't laughing. She held her
chin on her hands and stared out the window.


"Aggie, why did you call me here?
I thought at first you just wanted to sleep over--"


"I do." Agatha said, still
not turning to face her. "I need that, right now."


"I mean, not right now,
we're in public." Cecilia said.


"Oh, you're not that bold
yet?" Agatha tittered.


Cecilia felt very strange being on the
opposing end of such a sultry tease.


"You might convince me." She
said, mock-biting her lip a little, trying to fight back.


"Don't be stupid. I was just
joking. We'll go to your apartment."


"Yes. Actually I may be waiting
on a phone call, but that's fine, isn't it?"


"It's fine as long as I have your
undivided attention afterward." Agatha said.


"Of course."


"And I want your undivided
attention right now."


Agatha lifted her head from her hands
and stared very seriously at Cecilia.


Before, her longing gaze out the
window made her seem like an overgrown teen.


Now there was a gravity to her
presence that unsettled Cecilia.


In the face of it, she couldn't keep
being the jokey, flirty vixen she styled herself as.


"Agatha, did something
happen?" Cecilia asked. "What's wrong?"


Agatha averted her eyes briefly, and
crossed her arms in front of her chest.


"I'm going to need your help. And
maybe more attention than I deserve, in the future."


"That all? Agatha, if you want
me, you can have me. Any time."


She meant that more than sexually and
she hoped that came across in her tone.


There was a sense of paired urgency
and bitterness to those words. Cecilia had wanted to hear something like this
for so long; in its absence, she just did whatever she wanted with herself,
lived with abandon. She had come to realize long ago that she would not lead a
happy life with anyone's attention except Agatha's. It took a multitude of
people's affection to add up to Agatha's. Maybe that was an excuse; but she was
ready to stop.


She was ready to stop for Agatha if
Agatha was ready to stop for her.


"It's not what you think it is.
I'm not-- I'm not going to make you happy, Cecilia."


Cecilia did not know how to respond to
that. Agatha looked like she was in tears.


"Cecilia, I'm pregnant. I'm
pregnant with Achim's child and he's not here."


Those words fell like a bomb between
them, and Cecilia was shocked silent by the impact.


There was seconds of fidgeting,
nervous silence before the real bomb dropped.


There was no shadow, no screaming
propeller, it came from so high above.


Cecilia saw it, like a meteor, a
fleeting instant before the detonation.


She could not dive for Agatha, could
not take her in her arms and defend her like a hero.


When the bomb hit the middle of the
street and exploded, and the shockwave burst through the glass, and the facades
of the buildings around them rocked and crumbled, and the fire and smoke and
force flowed through like a storm they collapsed, at once, apart. Cecilia was
hurled bodily, and Agatha seemed to just fall and disappear in a flash.


 


Helvetian Confederation --
City of Rodoma


 


Beneath the statue of the Her
Majesty Of Equilibrium, a great golden woman
holding the world in her scales, a much smaller, much less golden woman
appeared, in a fur cap and coat, dyed a brilliant blue. Her shimmering golden
hair swayed behind her in the stiff winter wind. On her sharp ears hung
earrings shaped like the scales of balance, and the scales were also
represented in a gold brooch that pinned the coat over her breast. She appeared
beneath the statue to a solemn crowd all of whom held their hands up.


Out of respect they extended the
'peace sign,' index and middle finger raised above all.


Millennia Alsace, the new prime
minister of the Confederation, stood behind a podium, and held her hands up in
a double peace sign. There was no cheering yet, but there were smiling faces.
Everyone had worked very hard to safeguard her place after the sudden
resignation of the current office-holder and the snap election needed to
replace her.


She was the youngest, and some would
say, most radical Prime Minister Helvetia had seen.


"Peace-loving Helvetian folk of
all walks of life! I beseech you on this day, in our beautiful country that has
pledged to battle remorselessly for the fate of this blue globe upon which we
stand. Steel yourselves to be saviors of the world, for the tide of time is
sweeping us to battle! I announce today, on the 42nd of the Hazel's Frost of
2030, a historic day in a historic year; I announce that the Helvetian
Confederacy is declaring war on the Federation of Northern States, the Empire
of Hanwa and the Kingdom of Lubon!"


There were gasps among the people in
the park. A crowd numbering in the thousands had gathered for the speech, a
speech about the fate of the world and Helvetia's visionary role in it.
Everyone had hoped for discussions, sanctions, diplomacy, the peace that
Helvetia had hoped to weaponize against the warring powers of the Globe. They
expected reason and instead, it seemed, Helvetia had fallen into the same
madness as the rest of them.


"I understand your trepidation!
Did Helvetia not promise the world and its people that it would strive for
World Peace, for Global Reason, for Friendship Among
Nations? Helvetia has struggled against the tide of war for many long decades,
not because it was profitable, but because it was necessary. However, as we
have labored, the world has slid farther into chaos. It has to be seen, that
the methods we have so far employed have not reversed, but accelerated the
decline of national bonds! Helvetia is disdained and friendless in this world
of wars; we sat by as Nocht consumed the once independent island cultures of
the New Sea, we spectated the Hanwan atrocities against the Kitanese, all for
their naked greed; for untold generations we allowed the torment of the
Svechthans at the hands of our lost brothers and sisters in Lubon; and when the
Svechthans fought, we condemned them?"


Millennia shook her head to the crowd,
as if personally chiding them for this act.


"Once there are no more small
nations, no more exploitable peoples, for these warmongers to consume, what
will happen then? Who will our peace-loving Helvetia stand with? No more! It is
clear that World Peace will not be achieved by a spectator. Helvetia is taking
a new direction in this age of wrath. We will no longer stand idly by. Empire
builders who seek to consume the entire world under their Flags will be
resisted and stopped! We will not accept one world for one people! Each Nation
its own world! Each people their own masters! I say to all who style themselves
World Dictators, to the Lehners and the Kagus and the Vittorias of the world;
you have an enemy in Millennia's Helvetia!"


Millennia's tone of voice rose to a
fevered peak, a clear passion rumbling through her.


She raised her hands into the air in
the double peace sign and then closed them into fists.


"FOR WORLD PEACE!"


All at once, her passion flowed
through the crowd, and the peace-loving Helvetians accepted it. Helvetia would
join the Solstice War; and little did they know, as they spoke, that their
military was engaging the Allied nations on multiple fronts, flying bombers
over Nocht; and even invading the Kingdom of Mauricia on their own borders and
soil. For the fuel that had to be denied to the Allies, for the Fuel Helvetia needed
to be part of the Pact.


Unknowing of the world's complexity,
satisfied with its simplicity, the crowd shouted the campaign slogans, and
steeled themselves in their hearts for the sacrifices that lay ahead.


"WE'RE STRONGER WITH HER!
WE'RE STRONGER WITH HER!"


Though on the podium her face was
solemn, deep inside, Millennia Alsace was smiling.


 


Nocht Federation, Citadel --
Oberkommando Norden


 


"What the hell do we even have up
there?"


"Sir! It looks grim. Right now
the Schneesgarde Gebirgsdivisione, along
with the 356th Infantry which was training for snow warfare in the Far North.
According to reports at least three Divisions and a tank Division have
crossed the Helvetian arctic to Loupland. The Mountain division escaped
the trap but the 356th is in danger of being surrounded."


"Not one Panzer out there? Not a
single one?"


"Negative sir! All first line
Panzer Divisions are in Ayvarta. The 42nd is in the Higwe, the 27th and the
Leibgarde A.L. are in Pelagis. We've got the 35th, 38th and 45th in Junzien."


Walter Weddel was speechless. Because
of its separation from the Nochtish mainland, the Far North was often seen as a
playground, and it was kept relatively unguarded and demilitarized. Who would
fight a war there? It was a place for mountaineers to train and prospectors to
dig and the Loup in Loupland to hunt seals. And the weak and pathetic Helvetian
elves were the only people on the other side of that icy hellscape. No one
cared.


The 42nd was teaching a painful
lesson about the way modern warfare was changing the world, and what spaces
were valuable. Loupland was trash, the Helvetian Arctic was a gift given in bad
faith to a people they never respected. No land army could cross the Snowskin sea into Nocht. "For World Peace" or what have you
the Helvetians could have their icy rocks. But it was 2030; and an air
army could cross the Snowskin and be within operational distance of Nocht's
most important cities. As they spoke, this was now happening.


"God. I'm really going to get it
now. This is ridiculous." Weddel fretted terribly as he watched his aides
scratch their pens across an assortment of maps, indicating the innumerable
possibilities available to the Helvetian attackers. Was war even declared? Not
that it mattered anymore, Nocht had deliberately failed to declare its own war
on Ayvarta in a timely fashion anyway. In this they were reaping exactly what
they had sewn.


"What's the air defense
situation?"


"All of the northern FREIJA
network is in disarray, but we have fighters now actively engaging the enemy
over the cities. Much of the East is thickly defended by air, as a result
of preexisting defensive positions from the war with the Franks. But
Rhinea took some damage sir. We never thought it could be hit that deep. We're
waiting on more data."


Weddel held his face in his hands. He
never expected to fight this "Solstice War" up here.


"What are their numbers? What are
we looking at here?"


"We have at least 200 heavy
bombers of the old Beardog and the newer Beardog II variety. Several hundred
Cathawk fighters are defending them. Cathawks are obsolete compared to our
Archers and especially the newer Crossbow fighter, but in such large
numbers--"


"Tell the air force to hasten the
pace! My ground forces can't do this alone!"


Weddel felt like he was carrying a
boulder that was slowly crushing him. His knees were shaking from the weight,
ready to snap, and his back bowing. Once President Lehner caught wind of all of
this, Weddel would never live down what happened, even if it was not ultimately
his fault but Air Admiral Kulbert's laziness! He rubbed down his own chin and
stared at the map and felt helpless. Was this modern war? An officer sat in a
bunker with aides as blind as he was to the battlefield conditions as a
situation changed every second?


And then the phone rang behind them.


Weddel, Marshal of the
Oberkommando Norden slowly, tremulously, picked it up.


"Afternoon, Walter; what the
fuck is happening in my country?" President Lehner said.


 


Nocht Federation -- Rhinea,
Cafe Liberté


 


Cecilia awakened to the sound of
distant explosions, buzzing engines sweeping through the air, and the chock
chock chock of propeller-synchronized machine guns blaring. Her whole
body screamed with pain. Her vision flitted, things becoming sharp and blurry
by the second without warning. She felt something grab hold of her, and saw
figures.


Everything was darker than it used to
be. The Cafe's facade had collapsed over the window, trapping them in a gloomy,
almost cavernous ruin. There were bodies, and there was blood. Blood on the floor,
and on her, and blood on the man and woman carrying her.


"Sir, where can we even go?
There's no place to hide from this!"


"Our best bet would be the subway
station tunnel. I can think of nowhere else."


Cecilia finally
recognized Einschel Dreschner and Karla Schickzal, holding her by the arms
and legs and trying to pull her out of the remains of the Cafe. She slowly
started to blurt something out to them, perhaps a 'why' or a 'thank you', she
knew not which. But then as she got out to the light of the street, and saw the
figures dueling in the sky, and the craters on the streets, and the sea of
shattered glass in the middle of the road, she remembered.


"No! Stop! We can't leave! She's
in there!"


Cecilia kicked and struggled and threw
both Dreschner and Karla to the ground.


Scrambling over them in a clumsy dash,
Cecilia ran back inside the remains of the Cafe.


She looked over the rubble by the
intermittent light of a sparking, damaged bulb.


Orienting herself toward the facade,
she saw an overturned table covered with debris.


"Agatha! Agatha!"


Cecilia cried at the top of her lungs,
tears streaming down her eyes.


She threw aside debris and slapped
sand away and dug with her bare hands, which were cut with glass and jabbed
with sharp concrete, and bloody and bruised the more she dug, the more she
screamed. At least her bloody hands unveiled something taking cover beneath the
buried table, and she pulled Agatha, bruised and bloody and covered in dust,
from out the sarcophagus which the bombs had cast her into. Cecilia shook her.


"Agatha! Agatha please woke up!
Please don't leave me!"


Dreschner and Karla ran into the Cafe,
and both of them paused at the door.


Perhaps sensing what the truth might
be, they halted their approach with pale faces.


"She's not dead!" Cecilia
shouted at them, so sharply they became startled.


They backed away, arms held up as if
they were being threatened with guns.


Once she was alone again, Cecilia put
her head to Agatha's, and she whimpered.


"I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I just.
I love you! Why couldn't you ever just say the same?"


She felt a pulse, as her cheek touched
Agatha's neck. She felt a breath.


She felt hands weakly embrace her.


"Agatha--"


"I wish--"


Cecilia pulled back, staring at Agatha
Lehner in her weak, weeping eyes.


"I wish you could've been the
father Cecilia. It's so stupid, but I'd have loved that."


Cecilia nearly collapsed over her
lover, crying and screaming with abandon.


Outside, the aircraft started to pull
away, their guns and bombs sounding distant.


"We've made some mistakes."
Agatha said. "We've all, made some mistakes."


A sudden absence of chaos brought
fully to bear the horror and breadth of those words.


 


Preliminary Report On
The Actions of 42nd of the Frost


 


Exalted Minister,


Operation Gladiator has concluded
within strategic parameters but it is our belief that it has underperformed
severely with regards to its operational objectives as set forth within the
Agenda of the 5th of Frost. As outlined in the agenda, Gladiator's objectives were:


·        
Rapid
capture of the southern Kingdom of Mauricia's resources to help sustain and
reinforce the Grand Armee: Mauricia is fighting fiercely, but
will eventually collapse. However, the "One Day War" that was dreamed
of in our plans, did not materialize.


·        
Surprise
bombing raids on Nochtish industry to cripple Nocht's ability to conduct
warfare and/or stop ongoing raids: completely unachieved. 5% of Nocht's Air
Power, 15% of their Air Defense and 18% of Radar coverage was damaged by our
raid, at the cost of large losses to our bombing force (35% bombing power
lost). Less than 8% of Nochtish military industrial capacity was damaged by the
Gladiator raids. Most of the damage was dealt to civilians, civilian
infrastructure and public structures. All of the damage is reparable and our
bombing power is too low to sustain a full campaign.


·        
Surprise
attack in the Nochtish Arctic and Loupland meant to open a new front in the war
and to capture arctic land for air bases: Nocht is reshuffling forces to combat
us in the arctic front. Though we have destroyed an Infantry division and
captured about 30 kilometers of arctic land, it will be very long before it can
be activated for any use.


Through Gladiator, we have proven to
the other prospective members of the Pact that we can engage in modern combat
as a modern army. However, this gesture must now be backed with decisive action
and achievable long term strategy. We hope to meet with you and our Pact
counterparts soon to discuss actions where they now matter: Ayvartan soil.


For world peace,


-- Helvetian Grand Armee Commandement des Forces Terrestres (C.F.T)


 




 


 


















































67. Declaration II


 


1st of the Hazel's Frost,
2030 D.C.E


 


Socialist Dominances of Solstice --
Solstice City


 


More than
ever before the walls seemed to dominate the landscape. Walking through the
city on foot they were ever-present. They had always been visible from
seemingly every stone and concrete street, every gravel road, every dirty alleyway. Before the war, however, it was easy
to forget their purpose. Now they loomed ever larger with people's fear.


Even as the
sun came down and the walls cast their longest shadows, the sense of their
presence never heightened or lessened. Madiha felt hyperaware of them, at all
times of the day. It was almost distracting, to look at the horizon and see the
stone. She had taken for granted the view of the ocean in Rangda. Solstice was
like a world inside of a jar.


Madiha shook
her head. She had been assigned a crucial mission and would not fail.


She checked
her list, nodded to herself grimly, and proceeded on her way.


All of them
would have to be taken out for her to succeed. Survival depended on it.


Thankfully for
her, the streets never closed in Solstice. It was the biggest city in Ayvarta,
big enough and populated enough to be its own state. There was always a crowd
on the streets, there was always an open door where one could get a drink or
watch a show, and there was always a stall to trade or buy whatever you wanted,
in some fashion.


Her targets
would be out there; but she would have to be swift.


Revolution street cut through the center of Solstice from north to
south. Almost everything of military importance was built off-center from
Revolution as part of the post-civil war city rebuilding, but it was seen as
important for there to be a straight shot, door to door path where anyone could
see a grand display of Solstice's civilian bounty. Along Revolution there
were all kinds of shops, theaters, parks; Madiha walked down several blocks,
and quickly found her first Msanii, the traditional open air markets.


Madiha moved
with intensity and purpose. Around her the crowd seemed to part.


Perhaps some
of them knew her or one of her epithets; perhaps it was simply legible on her
face that she was determined. Eyes forward, back straight, with a collected
gait. Scouting the surroundings for her prey. They could be anywhere; they
would not elude her.


All kinds of
things were on sale at the Msanii. Handcrafted textiles, shoes; traditional
dyes and makeup; limited amounts of food of various kinds. Journals and
scrapbooks, hand-sewn, blank, with beautiful covers and thick sheets of paper.
Mancala boards, beads and traditional jewelry; Madiha wondered the stalls,
pretending, casual, all the while silently acquiring her mark, calculating a
vector, bringing those killing instincts back to work.


She spotted
her first target standing on a colorful carpet, amid a crowd of people.


Madiha took a
deep breath, hands in her pockets, gripping a concealed object.


She approached
the saleswoman's carpet, honed in on her prey, and struck.


Pushing
through the crowd she jabbed the honed edge of a fountain pen on a can.


"Two cans
of tomatoes please! I have money and a market ticket!" Madiha shouted.


She tapped
multiple times on a stack of tomato cans, full of oily, chopped goodness.


All around her
the people she pushed past stared at her, confused at her passion.


"Um. Of
course!" said the saleswoman, an older lady in a headscarf.


All of the
stack was probably canned far away in Jomba; she was likely a union sales rep.


It was an sign of the cooperation between the states of Ayvarta,
near and far.


Solstice was
at the center of it all; everyone gave their share so it could survive the
desert.


These relationships
were sure to strain in the future. For now, Madiha had her tomatoes.


Madiha grabbed
the cans out of the stack, and laid down the scrip and the money.


She retreated
from the stall, marked off the first target, and hurried to secure the others.


This was a
vital mission entrusted to her by her beloved Parinita; she could not fail!


She went from
stall to stall, picking things up little by little in small quantities. Peppers
here, spices there, a small bag of garlic heads, ghee, canned paneer. There was
some finesse to it; several short supply items she snatched from the expectant
hands of another person. She did not feel proud of it, but this was her mission
and she would not fail it.


Everywhere she
went, she quickly handed the sum in coins and paper, all out of her military
wages. There was still currency, wages were still paid in shells, and things
still cost money here and there. These were "market items." Everyone
could sell a small amount, and the selling and buying was regulated. Different
places had different rules. In Solstice, where supply security was crucial to
survival, market scrip proved compliance. During inspections
and permit renewals, market scrip helped legitimize the seller's books.


It wasn't
perfect Communism quite yet.


Though the
Civil Canteens offered enough food for anyone to get by, prospective diners
would always be limited to what was served that day. Everyone ate the same
food, whatever was convenient to prepare for thousands, maybe millions across
the city with whatever produce could be acquired or brought out from stock. But
that wasn't exactly what brought Brigadier General Madiha Nakar out to the
markets on her time of leave.


"I want
to cook for you! We'll eat like a couple!" Parinita had said.


Madiha had
been so surprised at her passion for something that small.


But she found
it so endearing that she wanted to see it happen.


There was one
item on the list that seemed to elude her. She traveled to several stalls and
shops, fully aware of the turning hands of the clock, the descending sun at her
back.


Milk.


Whole cow's
milk, at least a half a liter. Not powdered; the wet stuff.


That was all
in Parinita's handwriting.


Something
which she had taken for granted in Adjar, a land of milk and honey compared to
Solstice, trapped in its circle of sand-blown walls amid the most arid place in
the world. There were no cows around Solstice. There were yaks in mountainous
South Solstice, closer to the sea; and in the coastal paradise of North
Solstice there were elk. Tribal folk in Central Solstice herded camels. Cows
required grazing; Cows lived in farming states.


Madiha had
a market ticket for cow's milk and it was the same as any other legal
scrip from the Commissariat. But being able to
buy a certain amount of milk at market price meant nothing if milk was
not available to market. That seemed to be the case that day.


She thought of
Parinita's beautiful smiling face, her eyes bright, her strawberry hair tied in
a functional ponytail, an apron over her casual dress. Waiting back at the
apartment for Madiha to return so they could use their blessed, gods-given
personal stove oven to cook. So they could eat together, just the two of them
at their own table. Like a couple in a film.


Madiha looked
down at her market ticket and felt despondent. Would she fail her love?


Sighing
deeply, she looked out onto the road, and saw a familiar face amid the crowd.


It had to be
Logia Minardo; a visibly pregnant woman in a gorgeous little yellow sundress,
her shoulder-length, slightly messy hair, under a straw hat with a red ribbon,
carrying a bag weighed down with goods from the shops. She was walking down the
road, along the very dry ditches, in the opposite direction from Madiha. They
met almost at once.


Minardo pushed
up a pair of sunglasses perched on her nose, and then put them away.


She smiled.
Madiha tried to muster a smile of her own but was immediately distracted.


Hanging
carelessly from the tips of Minardo's fingers was a half-liter bottle of cow's
milk.


"Good
evening General! Congratulations on your promotion!" Minardo said.


"Good
evening." Madiha said. "I hadn't seen you in some time since the
evacuation, Minardo. I was beginning to fear you might have been reassigned out
of my headquarters."


"You're
not getting rid of me that easily." Minardo said, cocking a little grin.
"During the evacuation every single transportation resource was tapped
out. There was a shortage of pilots in Rangda to help fly people out, so I
stayed behind to help organize all of that. It was very close: we barely made
the last flight out in time to avoid Nochtish patrol flights."


"I see.
I'm glad you managed to extricate yourself in time."


"Hah! You
forget, I cut my teeth in the air forces."


"Yes, I
often do forget."


Madiha
continued to fixate on the bottle of milk.


"Out and
about on the town, Minardo?" she asked.


"As a
matter of fact, I've got a date." Minardo winked.


"Oh,
congratulations."


"I met a
serious, interesting man at the shops yesterday. He was forthright too--"


She started to
chirp about this fellow and Madiha could not have cared less.


For an
instant, Madiha almost thought of ordering Minardo to surrender her milk.


However,
Minardo was a pregnant, expecting mother and as such, entitled by law to fresh cow's milk. For a staunch, loyal socialist like Madiha, it was
anathema to ask of her to make such a sacrifice for her own selfish needs. It
took some struggling, but she managed to tear her eyes away from the milk and
to stare Minardo in the face and smile.


"So why
are you out and about, General? You always seemed an anti-social type."


Her
subordinate had a savage grin on her face as she delivered this projectile.


Madiha
remembered then that this was Logia Minardo whom she was speaking to.


Again she felt
a temptation to rip the milk from her teasing subordinate's hands.


But such an
action would've been against the eternal science of Lenanism.


Minardo paused
for a moment, and seemed to notice something about Madiha.


"Oh ho!
Is that a shopping list I spy? Oh I know what this is! How precious!"


She was always
a very observant person, for all her various other faults.


Madiha wanted
to sink into the earth. She averted her gaze meekly.


"My, what
a spirited girl, that Maharani! She's already on top of you!"


"Desist
at once! That is an order!" Madiha said, feeling flustered.


"I can't
believe all along that goofy girl was actually such a powerful minx."


Madiha waved
her hand in front of Minardo's face. "You never saw this!"


She
accompanied the action with a mental push; but nothing transpired.


This act of
desperation left her standing foolishly there for no good reason.


"Excuse
me?" Minardo grinned.


Madiha flashed
back to her childhood, and felt suddenly bereft of power.


"Damn it
all. It was an effective tactic for my childhood self." She
mumbled.


Once more,
Minardo seemed to have paid undue attention to every part of the scene.


Her hearing,
her eyesight; for gossip-worthy things she was the perfect scout.


Minardo giggled,
and squished Madiha's cheek. "Oh, honey, oh sweetie; people played along with
you because you were a cute little kid, not because you can control minds."


Madiha felt
the sudden strike of anxiety and excused herself. "I'm sorry. I'm uh.
Drunk."


Minardo patted
her on the head. "I won't tell anyone. Have a nice day, General."


She waved,
giggled, and went along her way.


Madiha watched
her as she met a man around the corner, took his arm and led him away.


Sighing,
having wasted more time with nothing to show for it, Madiha went her own way.


After an hour
or two walking around the city, she felt exhausted, and sat down on a
street-side bench next to a newspaper box. There were no coin-operated locks on
the box; the newspaper was free. She picked up an issue and glanced over the
cover and pages idly.


Tensions were
high. There was a map of the front line. It was carefully drawn to show that
there was still some southern territory technically in Ayvartan hands, because
the front line with Nocht was uneven and there were bulges everywhere. But this
only mildly papered over the reality that half the country was in foreign
hands. Solstice stood sentinel now against the invaders, and it was unclear if
the upper half of the country stood with it.


She hard
talk around her, from the benches, from the streetgoers. It was all about food
and films and dates and books, about the soccer rivalry between Yayatham and
Dhurna; but she could feel in her heart and in her mind the anxiety of the
moment. So many things had changed for them seemingly overnight. Council was
dissolved, Daksha Kansal was in power; the shining port of Rangda had rebelled,
been put down, and lost to Nocht; the vast Southern dominions with their huge
populations and wealth fell with weak fight to an invader. There was an
invader. Nocht had invaded them. Attacked them on their own soil.


All of them,
these people with her, and she herself: they were the front line now.


Madiha put
down the newspaper. She rubbed her hands across her face. Milk.


She had to get
milk, she remembered. For Parinita; that was her mission then.


"Oh oh!
Hey, look there Charvi! It's the General! It's the General!"


Madiha blinked
and looked up from the road. Approaching down the edge of the street were a
couple of young women whom she easily recognized. They were a reliable
pair for Headquarters security and clandestine jobs; Corporal Gulab Kajari, a
honey-brown skinned girl, short but fit, with hair in a long braided tail, and
her partner, the curiously silver-haired and short of words Sergeant Charvi
Chadgura. While Gulab opted for a vest and dress pants ensemble that reminded
Madiha of her own style, Charvi wore a strapless, sleeveless sun-dress of a
bright crayon-orange color with a sunflower-studded sun-hat.


"Ma'am!"
Gulab said happily, tipping her fedora at the General.


Madiha waved
meekly. She had left her own fedora, Daksha's old one, at the apartment.


"Out on
the town alone?" Gulab said, rather carelessly.


Charvi waved
half-heartedly.


Madiha nursed
a mild resentment at everyone assuming she was being anti-social.


Then again she
did not want to be too loud about her relationship to her aide, either.


"I'm
shopping." Madiha replied.


"Oh,
nice. Me and Charvi are just taking in the sights. We
got a whole week's leave!"


"And a
whole week's pay." Charvi said, toneless but at the same time eerily
blunt.


"Hey, be
grateful." Gulab interjected nervously.


Madiha, too,
was still owed some back-pay from the Aster's Gloom.


With all that
had happened, however, she was not up in arms about receiving it anymore.


"It's
fine. I'm mad about it too. But I understand these are hard times."


"We do
also!" Gulab was quick to say. "I uh, I wanted to. Honestly, ma'am,
I've been wanting to thank you for very long. Charvi can tell you, you're uh,
very inspirational."


"I can
indeed attest to that, Commander." Charvi dispassionately said.


Smiling, the
General put away her paper and gave the two a good look.


"Thank
you. It is an honor to be able to serve our motherland alongside such fine
soldiers. I'm happy for you two. You seem to have struck a great friendship.
Hold on to it dearly."


Madiha thought
she was saying something profound to her younger subordinates.


Gulab seemed
to be respectfully holding back a laugh and Charvi had averted her eyes.


Sighing,
Madiha averted her own gaze briefly, only to find it lingering on Gulab's hand.


She was
holding a bottle of milk, an unopened half-liter bottle.


This was it;
this would certainly be her last chance to complete the mission.


"Corporal!"


Madiha called
out with such force Gulab reflexively saluted.


Charvi
blinked, and then with a stoic face saluted also at Gulab's side.


"Corporal,
you want to do everything in your power to aid me, correct?"


"Yes
ma'am!" Gulab enthusiastically replied.


Charvi
remained quiet.


"Corporal,
I have a vital mission that I must complete. I must make use of your
milk."


"My
milk?"


"Her
milk?"


"Your
milk!"


Gulab
mechanically extended her hand and handed Madiha the milk.


Madiha handed
her ten shells and a market ticket.


"At ease
soldiers! Your service in this hour of need shall be remembered!"


Gulab and
Charvi seemed to deflate, all the tension leaving their bodies.


There was a
short silence as Madiha carefully read the label. It was not exactly fresh, it
had been laced with preservatives for transportation and was kept in ice. In
fact it was still cold to the touch; it must have once formed part of the stock
that the government produced locally and held for children, the sick and for
pregnant mothers. There was no other answer. Either Gulab knew somebody who
could supply it or she or Charvi must have--


"Congratulations
to you two." Madiha said. "Have a good night."


She stood up
from the bench, turned sharply and departed, while her baffled subordinates
stared at her from the middle of the street, speechless at first, and then
exchanging looks.


"Do you
think she thinks that you or maybe that I am--?" Gulab began.


"I don't
know. I don't want to think about it." Charvi replied.


"Yeah.
Right. Hey, let's go get an ice cream bar. No tricks this time!"


"No
tricks. Gulab, did you know that if you spice an ice cream bar with
chili--"


"You're lying!
You're lying! You're trying to trick me!"


"No, I am
serious. You will access a world of flavor with just a dash of hot--"


"I wasn't
born yesterday! Just because I hadn't eaten an ice cream before--"


Their chirping
soon vanished into the background, along with the streets of Solstice.


Madiha Nakar
declared her victory; perhaps her first non-Pyrrhic victory of the war.


Unfortunately,
a key detail of her adventure was once lost to history.


So ecstatic
was the great General to leave the streets with all of her goods in hand, that
she did not catch even the tiniest hint of the commotion just a block down from
her little meeting bench, where an engineering firm working on
electric ice boxes had been giving away cold milk. Such was luck for the
long-suffered and ever calculating Madiha Nakar.


 


58th of the Aster's
Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


 


Socialist Dominances of Solstice --
Solstice City, SIVIRA


 


Daksha
Kansal's office practically had a revolving door these days. For every person
leaving there was always someone coming in. Diplomats, spies, civil servants,
military commanders, engineers; everyone wanted her input and direction. Of
some it was demanded that they seek her approval. Others came of their own
volition, because of indecision or a need for a wisdom or at least a final
word. At all hours, from all corners.


There were a
few times during the time that Daksha demanded a halt to the tide.


She had a
lunch break, of course. She also set aside two hours of the day to read and
answer letters. Letters came from all over the nation for the government to
answer. Before it had been the duty of the Council majority leader to answer
that mail. Now Premier, that duty was Daksha's; when anything was written to
"Comrade Socialism," that was her.


Letter after
letter, she would pick up the envelope, slide her knife under the flap, pull
out the letter, read it thoroughly, and compose an answer. An aide would arrive
after a big stack of mail was done to take the letters and to make sure they
were returned correctly.


It was perhaps
the most relaxing thing Daksha got to do on an average day. Sitting down with
some fruit juice and fried veggies and going through the stack with loving
care.


She looked
forward to her wedding; it would give her at least a few days of peace and
quiet.


Until then,
knife in hand, a pile of stamps nearby, and a pen; this was her peace.


Daksha almost
fell into a trance as she opened and carefully read the letters.


Normally she
would go perfectly undisturbed. But this day would be different.


In the middle
of her letter-writing time, the office door unceremoniously swung
open.


Daksha looked
up from her papers with a cocked eyebrow, waiting for an explanation.


At the door,
she saw Madiha Nakar, walking in from the hallway.


"I
apologize for disturbing you, Premier. Colonel Madiha Nakar is here to
report."


Daksha dropped
her pen and ink on the desk, and bolted upright.


Tears formed
in her eyes, and her lips reflexively formed a smile.


Though others
saw Madiha Nakar as a woman in her late-20s to early 30s, a woman with a fit,
sporty stature, a pristine uniform, and a distant look in her eyes; Daksha
always saw that little girl so eager to learn and mete out justice. Her face,
soft and kind, hearkened still back to that precious child, even with decades
of distance. Her hair, still a messy bob creeping toward the shoulders, was
almost unchanged. And those bright, burning eyes--


"You're a
miracle in flesh, Madiha." Daksha said. "You saved us all."


She had said
those exact words so many years ago, when little Madiha Nakar made fire rain
from the sky and annihilated the Emperor and scattered his guards and ended his
reign.


At the
doorway, Madiha's gaze dropped, her head bowed a little. Her lips quivered.


Daksha
approached and seized Madiha in a strong, protective embrace.


"Shacha!"


Madiha shouted
that tender, familiar nickname and started to cry.


Daksha
squeezed her against her breast, feeling the stream of tears building on her
shoulder. Madiha wept into her, and screamed into her, and her knees buckled,
and like a child who had faced all of the injustice of the world she thrashed
in place. Daksha held her as if the embrace was all keeping her pieces
together. She brushed the girl's hair.


"You made
it back. You made it home." Daksha said.


"No."


Madiha shook
her head intently. "I destroyed home, Daksha."


She sounded so
shattered, her voice quavering and weak.


For who knew
how long, she had stood upright in the face of monstrous adversity.


It was not
just the past month; this was years of regrets and pain.


Daksha's own
tears would not stop, knowing how much of this was her own
fault.


How much she
had failed Madiha.


"For what
you've done for all of us, Madiha, this entire nation will always be your
home."


She had failed
to protect her ever since her childhood.


When she
smiled and laughed as she was taught the struggle of adults and fought
alongside them. Daksha had used her. She could not excuse herself from that.
She had uncovered Madiha's power and she had used her because she had her war to
win.


She knew the
legend. She had to by now. Madiha was the warrior of myth who would fight the
war of her generation. But Daksha had led her, happy and smiling and obsessed
with her usefulness, to a war not her own. Now, this -- this Solstice War --
was her own war.


"Madiha,
I'm so sorry, I--"


"I
remember everything now, Daksha."


Those eyes,
soft as they were, had all of the girl's fire behind them still.


Daksha's hands
trembled. Madiha had fallen into a deep, traumatic coma in the revolutionary
fighting decades ago. She awakened a different girl, in her late teens,
withdrawn, odd, with curious interests. Dakshsa wished she could have stayed in
peace: but she kept using Madiha in whatever form she came. Again and again.


She shuddered
to think what Madiha remembered.


Holding her
like this almost hurt. It was unfair. It was unfair what she was doing again.


Daksha took a
deep breath and steeled herself.


"Madiha,
for your services to this country, I am promoting you to Brigadier
General."


Madiha stepped
back, her young face shocked such that her tears halted.


"Ma'am, I
haven't--"


Daksha
stampeded over her in speech. "Per the conditions of the Generalship you
are required to take a leave of ten days and an absence from front-line combat
for a month for training work and transition to Divisional command. Henceforth
you will command the 1st Guards Mechanized Division. I know you will make me
proud as our first Guards General."


Madiha was
speechless. "Ma'am this is too soon--"


"No
objections. We will have ample time to discuss everything. For now, you need to
rest and recover. And I know merely telling you will not compel you to do so. I
know if I sit down and allow it, you will embark on a million things right this
second. I must force you."


There was a
hint of frustration in Madiha's expression that reminded Daksha of the petulant
little faces she made as a child, when things did not go her way. She would
suck in her lips a little, and hold her hands tight against her sides, and her
cheeks would twitch.


She really did
remember. Madiha old and new had somehow become a whole again.


"Are we
clear?" Daksha said, wiping away the last of her tears.


"Yes
ma'am." Madiha replied, doing the same.


This was what
she could do for Madiha at the moment. She needed her own time to think; to
either come to terms with the fact that Madiha was in Solstice now and she
would once again put her, that girl with that face and those expressions so
dear to her, in danger again; or to find a way to avoid it. She knew the latter
was folly. But something maternal in her needed to try. Or else she would never
come to terms with the former at all.


 


1st of the Hazel's Frost,
2030 D.C.E


 


Socialist Dominances of Solstice --
Solstice City


 


As part of the terms of her leave
Madiha and any guests she desired (in her case, only one) had been afforded a
temporary stay at a comfortable little apartment building in the central
quarter, just around the People's Peak. These apartments were for government
workers who came and went on business. Generals were considered to be among
those.


After successfully completing her
shopping, Madiha returned to the apartment with her treasure in tow, only to
find the door locked. It was a third floor apartment and all the
hallways were enclosed. From the plain, utilitarian facade of the
pillar-like building and its unadorned halls, nobody would have known it was
anything special. It seemed unlikely to Madiha that security would be a concern
in here. Much less for Parinita, who, despite her appearance, was a soldier,
and must have trained in basic self-defense skills for it.


Still, Madiha took her key and
unlocked the door with an audible click.


She turned the knob, opened the door,
and found Parinita at the little couple's tea table in the middle of the living
room situated just off of the door. She blinked, staring with muted fascination
at her lover's rather sparse attire: an apron, a
camisole and undergarments. Bright red pigment adorned her lips, and her
wavy, strawberry hair she shook loose.


Parinita slid a slender finger
over the rim of a wine glass, and made a sultry expression.


"You kept me in suspense there,
Madiha." She said, winking at her from the table.


"Parinita?"


Her lover cocked a little grin.
"This is the scene where I coax you to temptation."


Madiha blinked. "Well. I brought
the groceries. Are we having dinner?" She stammered.


"Oh I'll help you build an
appetite." Her lover said.


Parinita stood from the table,
beckoning Madiha with a finger in the air.


She took a long-legged step forward,
and then promptly tripped and fell.


"Parinita!" Madiha cried
out.


From the floor,
Parinita started laughing.


"I'm sorry Madiha, I tried but I
just can't do the sultry succubus act very well."


"I'm sorry, I should have
participated with greater enthusiasm." Madiha replied.


"I hope you were turned on a
little." Parinita said.


Madiha did not want to admit exactly
how turned on she had been.


After everyone had collected
themselves, the night's preparations began in earnest. Parinita dressed up a
little more, in a vibrant skirt and sari, and together she and Madiha began to
prepare dinner as they had planned. Though Madiha had made General, in
Parinita's kitchen she was a grunt. Dressed in the same apron that had barely
covered her lover beforehand, Madiha chopped onions, smashed garlic, mixed
dressings; meanwhile Parinita read recipes, measured spices, and
passed ingredients down the bar for Madiha.


"Coconut milk!" Parinita
ordered.


"Yes ma'am!" Madiha replied,
pouring a small flask of coconut milk into a pot of curry.


"Salt and pepper!"


"Of course!"


"Red pepper, to taste!"


"At once!"


Both of them started to laugh. Madiha
rolled up lettuce wraps and spread out flatbread; Parinita stirred up sauces,
squeezed lemon, and kept the recipes, her notepad a sacred book of lore. This
small moment of domesticity, even with the military tinge conjured by Madiha's
mind, was characterized by a stunning peace and a sensational feeling of joy.


Madiha could not help but notice
herself smiling, to realize how funny, how sweet the scene was. General Nakar,
the Right Hand of Death, chopping tomatoes instead of heads. She looked fondly
at her partner, who just a month ago had been an unrecognized paper
pusher in a corrupt military administration. She recalled the moment their
eyes met, and she thought, Parinita obviously had a fascination then, but
Madiha had as well. Madiha had wanted to protect her. In that space, it was
impossible to dream of all that this was.


But Madiha, some part of her, had
desired that, and she was overjoyed to have it here.


A moment where these two soldiers were
nothing more than a queer pair of women cooking like a couple in a loaned
apartment building, ignoring the capital under siege.


Their small table in the living room
could scarcely hold the plates. There was coconut milk curry with a drizzle of
glistening oil and onions atop, and chickpea-lentil wraps, flatbread, a red and
green salad dressed with yogurt, and fried, potato-filled bonda. Madiha was
astounded at the amount and variety of food that had come out of their
ingredients and preparations. Parinita bid her lover to pause for a small
prayer before they began.


"Your aura is very peaceful! What
an improvement!" Parinita then said.


She reached out a hand and touched
Madiha's forehead. Madiha did not feel the usual cooling, calming effect of
Parinita's "magic" touch on her, perhaps because she was not burning
up from her power at the time. Madiha had hardly used her "abilities"
in days. (Parinita desired she call them psionic or ESP abilities
but Madiha resisted that still.)


"I've had time to calm
down." Madiha said.


She took a spoonful of curry and
tasted it. It was spicy and rich with a hint of sweetness.


"How is it?"


"It's excellent."


"Hah! Of course it is!"


Parinita crossed her arms and puffed
herself up a little with pride. Madiha laughed.


"Just like all the great feast
scenes of cinema."


"Are there that many?"
Madiha asked.


"Well, maybe not feast scenes,
but you see characters eating in almost every movie. They have expert chefs to
make the edible food, and they use artists to make prop food for the
backgrounds of restaurants. You just have
to have a food scene in a
movie nowadays."


Madiha nodded. "True. Food does
tend to play an important role in films."


"Yes! Food is often symbolic of
the times the characters live in. In a movie our table would symbolize the
domestic bliss we feel right now." Parinita enthusiastically said.


"It is definitely an improvement
from eating lentils out of a bag in the office."


Parinita chuckled. "You'd like
them better if you used the spice pack."


"You get a spice pack in maybe a
quarter of the bags these days, unfortunately."


"I guess that's also symbolic of
something." Parinita sighed.


"It'll get better."


It had to.


After the meal, Madiha and
Parinita cleaned up together and returned to the living room. There was a
television in the room, a rarity that often had to be shared communally if it
existed in a community at all. They turned on the box and sat on the couch
together, side by side and holding hands. Like a radio, the television had
different frequencies--


"--they're called
'channels'." Parinita said.


--and this particular television had
four. One was a broadcast test from the University of Solstice, and the camera
was pointed at large, intricate mobiles and dioramas, sometimes with music in
the background. Another was the official state channel, currently showing
broadcasts of Daksha Kansal's speeches and public appearances the past month.


Then there was the educational
channel, which was shown to schools. Wherever the local teacher's union
approved of the program, one television was furnished to a school to watch this
channel. Because it was late and kids were back home, it was showing a
political program about the Svechthan Revolution instead of any children's
programming.


Finally there was a channel for the
promotion of the arts and music, which was presently broadcasting a theater
performance from Solstice. Madiha recognized the performance.


"It's Alawian Nights. I've heard
this song before. Marik is opening the door." Madiha said.


"I've only seen the film
version." Parinita replied. "Ohh, I love the dancing."


"They're very precise. We should
train our soldiers to move like that." Madiha said.


"You're always looking out for
the army." Parinita sighed fondly.


She laid her head down on Madiha's
chest, and wiggled around on top of her, laughing.


Madiha laid a hand on her head and
stroked her hair, smiling.


"I love you, Madiha."
Parinita said.


"I love you too." Madiha
replied.


They had met on the 18th of the
Aster's Gloom. On the day of the invasion. Madiha had been inspecting a
delinquent military headquarters when the two of them were thrust into each
other's paths. Through violence and hardship, the two of them forged a bond
closer than they had ever felt with another, and faster than either would have
ever dreamed.


It was strange. There was no denying
that it was strange. But it was love; it was true love.


They needed each other. And though
Madiha had many reasons to be attracted to Parinita, physically, spiritually;
what she thought about the most was how much she loved just being around her
now. Just having her there. She wanted them to be able to sit down like this,
and talk about any old thing, but with minds totally unclouded, bodies
unharmed. Without a looming threat on the horizon. She wanted to sit down with
Parinita and watch the television and hold hands and kiss and know that there
would be years more of this.


"Someday, Madiha, there'll be
films on Television. You'll be able to watch them whenever you want and the
film theaters will be for big parties or for communal viewings."


Parinita smiled, and she laid further
down on Madiha's lap.


Madiha looked down at her, and they
locked eyes. 


She leaned down and kissed Parinita,
their lips entwining.


When they parted, Parinita reached up
to stroke Madiha's cheek.


"Someday, Madiha, I want to make
a film, and you'll be the hero." Parinita said.


"Really?"


"Yes! I don't want it to be just
a hobby. I want to use what I know and make a great film."


"I'm sure you will."


"And you'll be the hero! You've
got a great face and body. You're perfect for it."


Madiha thought about the future. What
did she want to do? Had everything been perfect, had Nocht never attacked, had
Communism been fully built, had the world not been hostile, what did Madiha
want to do? She had always thought of war. She was still thinking about war.
She had her book to write, her theories. She had this war to fight; to win.


"I'd love to be the hero."
Madiha said.


For now, it was fun and calming to
indulge this fantasy.


"Parinita,"


What she wanted to say, to preface
things, was that, she was going to keep fighting. She had resolved to keep
fighting until Nocht was destroyed. They could not exist together in the same
world. It was proven by the 18th of the Aster's Gloom, and it was theorized by
Lena Ulyanova herself. The Imperialists would not allow them to exist in peace.
Capitalism and Socialism could not coexist in the globe. There would be war as
long as Nocht stood.


But she did not say it. On some
fashion both of them knew it, they had to know it. They would keep fighting,
side by side. They could not have peace until they won this war.


Both of them knew this, but they
needed futures. They needed to fight for themselves too.


What Madiha managed to say was far
better said without preface, without varnish.


She took Parinita's hand after softly
cooing her name. She kissed her again.


"Will you marry me?"


 


17th of the Hazel's
Frost, 2030 D.C.E.


 


Socialist Dominances of Solstice --
Solstice City


 


Before a small crowd of assembled
delegates, statesmen and women and military leaders of a variety of nations,
Daksha Kansal stepped out of the shadows and took a podium. She was used to
speaking plainly, and the microphone in front of her felt very conspicuous.
This address, however, was being recorded for broadcast far abroad. It would
set the stage.


Within a projection room in a bunker
beneath the SIVIRA Headquarters building, the half of the world still resolute
against imperialism gathered for a secret, historic moment. They had
traveled from around the world in support of Ayvarta.


Daksha had not written this speech.
She was too busy. But she spoke nevertheless with the candor that had come to
characterize her. She threw her fist high, raised her voice, and though it was
sinole and short, the room nonetheless shook.


"Fellow delegates and the world
community. I would like to open this momentous occasion with a personal
anecdote. Somebody once told me that the world would abandon Ayvarta, should it
decide to roll heedless like a boulder down the path of Socialism."


Daksha paused for effect and made a
gesture with her hands. She had practiced the speech once beforehand, and had
vetted its contents. It wasn't her style: she preferred blunt, enumerated
talking points. But she trusted the contents like she trusted her comrades.


"This man," she continued,
"was a rising star of the old Social Democrats, who did not dream as I did
of a world where we were all stars as he was. He wished to work within a system
of oppression to achieve peace for the city-dwellers he deemed hard-working and
worthy enough; he was never a man for the rural souls among us. He was smart, a
hard worker, of that there was no doubt. But he just did not see, he did not
understand. All of us here, socialist or not, know now that even
this small step cannot be achieved within empire, and that any
liberation must be achieved with the people, not in spite of them."


There was applause from the audience,
unprompted. Daksha waited a moment for it.


"Any great work must undergone as
a community, not merely a cadre. Now, this once powerful, once vibrant man
cannot be with us today, but I dearly wish I could show him the assemblage of
nations in this room, who have cast aside their differences in support of
Ayvarta and its people in their darkest hour: because of our socialism and
despite it. I wish I could show him this Ayvarta that his eyes failed to see,
an Ayvarta that even with its strength sapped by the imperialist leech, is stepping
forward to be part of a world community, in the greatest endeavor for peace
ever witnessed by human eyes. I wish I could have made him understand that
all peoples must be brought together to fight Empire. Whether it be rural and
city dwellers together, or say, Svechthans and Helvetians. I wish I could have
shown him too that sometimes, to grow a field, you must burn it first. You
cannot always work with what you have. Some roots are too rotted and too deep
to be nurtured any better. Sometimes struggle must be had. Sometimes life must
be lost."


She did not tell the room that she had
been the one to kill him. None needed to know.


Her speechwriters certainly did not
know. But they chose their story presciently.


"Alas, I could not save him. But
we can save others in his stead. So here we are."


Daksha spread out her arms and took a
hidden breath. Before her, there was the solemn, respectful applause of a room
ready and prepared to deal in the business of nations.


"You have my sincerest gratitude,
on behalf of the Ayvartan people. We shall have no further delay. Here today
assembles the first presidium of the forces of the Solstice Pact."


Ayvarta's Premier stepped down from
the platform, and reached out her hands to hold those of the Svechthan military
delegation leader, General Zhukova, and the Helvetian representative, Millennia
Alsace, as they climbed up to the platform and stood side by side with her, arm
in arm, feet to feet, all of them ready to discuss the future of the free
world.


 






 


* * *


























































Extra: The End Of A Chivalrous Era


 


18th of the Aster's Gloom,
2008 D.C.E


 


Kingdom of Franz, City of
Calvado -- Von Krupp Salient, XIII Corps Line


 


22 Years Before The Solstice War.


 


It was his first time stepping outside
the soil of the fatherland.


Though he was still on the continent,
the young man had charged from the Federation of Northern States to the Kingdom
of Franz. God help him; he was in another country. He was the invader; it
really was a war. To think he was at war with the renowned gentlemen of Franz.
With the men who had devised everything he knew about war. God help him.


Before all of this he had thought men
could settle their differences through rhetoric and rationality, finding common
cause and understanding. He was no longer so sure of that.


XIII Corps had a prolific season in
central Franz. While Army Group A in the North and Army Group C in the South
had floundered spectacularly (C's mission to invade both Franz's south and
Lachy's northern border, dividing its forces, was especially disastrous), Army
Group B had managed to create a bulge in the line, extending half-into the city
of Calvado. It was able to use all of its forces without obstruction or
diversion and as such had managed to deploy considerable combat power against
its enemies in the year's final campaign season. Franz's hard drive
against the fledging Nochtish Republic halted.


Dreschner felt a sense of dread in the
air around little Calvado. Here the bulge created against the royalist
lines was called the Von Krupp Salient after the general whose troops had
sweated and bled to push it forward. Now that very General, under orders
from President Lehner, called for a cessation of movement and a strategic
reassessment. Winter was coming, and the ravages of the war had taken too hard
a toll on the Republican forces.


Every corps started preparing its
defensive positions for the cold. Oberkommando was confident that the heroic
men of the salient, who had fought so well, could hold anything.


But the summer was over; Army Group B
was not the force it was in the Yarrow's Sun.


Private 1st Class Einschel
Dreschner could see the evidence of that all around him.


His line was almost empty -- only his loader
was with him, staring nervously out into the street ahead. His commander was
sleeping inside a nearby house and three riflemen were pacing up and down the
edge of two foxholes they dug into the soft street. Dreschner and the men
had been ordered to form a fighting position on the intersection of Loum street just a few blocks up from the city center. It was a
bad place to be fighting defensively. Most of their platoon had been wiped out
in the last offensive. Support was long awaited.


Dreschner sat around, fantasizing
about leaving the wretched infantry.


He had longed, before the start of the
war, to be a cavalryman. To ride fast, to feel the wind at his face and the
whipping of the air as he sliced his saber into the enemy. To take them down
from the flanks with his bayonet and his dragoon pistol. Infantry were mired in
mud and trapped behind trenchlines. Dreschner had seen so much of that.
Infantry were just useless, nothing more than fodder for large artillery
formations. But the cavalry, they were yet untried, yet unsent into the fray.
As he waited in this hole he wondered what victories, what gallant triumphs,
could the cavalry score, if they were finally committed to war.


But he was not a cavalryman. He was
assigned infantry, the wretched, dirty line infantry.


And he was silently despondent. He
showed no inkling of his cynicism, but he was spent.


Should he die, however, he and his
fellows would never see home again, let alone a horse.


Regardless of their condition the enemy
was still out there. And so, they labored. To block their captured road they
built a little barricade from scrap wood, bricks and sandbags. It was
haphazard, like a spiked pillar toppled over between the height of the
intersection and the broad, open park; nevertheless they set their machine gun
behind it and they waited.


It had been a long day, a lonely one,
since they set up. Hours in the sun changed their priorities rapidly. They had
gone from waiting for the enemy, to waiting for support, to waiting for the
food carriers and finally, to waiting, longingly, for the sundown. It was a
humble wish, for the cold of night to banish the too-hot fall sun. It was all
they had.


"Dreschner!"


At first he thought it was a horse,
and was elated for a second, but it wasn't.


He heard the distinctive rattle of a
bicycle gear, and saw a man coming in behind him.


Could it be a food carrier? No; they
were never as well decorated as this man.


Dreschner turned around and stood at
attention for Major Walter Weddel from Battalion Recon command, riding on his
big-wheeled courier bike. The Major seemed to have no time for the
pleasantries, and he set aside the bike, and charged to the barricade. He
pulled up a pair of binoculars and peered with frantic energy into the city center,
looking past the park and the roads and the blown-out, crumbling town hall. He
gasped for breath.


"Major? You shouldn't be at the
front! It is dangerous!" Dreschner said.


"You'd know far better than I,
but I still can't just sit around!"


Dreschner knew Weddel tangentially,
from some previous engagements.


The Major had never been to the front
before. For him to have to move, meant that the Battalion was truly, utterly
exhausted. There could have been no available underlings.


Fearing the worst, Dreschner cast eyes
down the road along with the Major.


He kneeled next to Weddel and waited
for orders or information. Every movement he made brought his skin tightly into
contact with his gray coat, and he felt a fleeting cold from the sweat at his
back and on his chest. Despite the onset of winter, fighting under the sun,
without even the smallest tree for protection, caused him to sweat like a pig
on a spit. Noon seemed to have brought the sun directly over them like the eye
of the devil.


"Dreschner, reconnaissance planes
picked up on a column of Frank horses incoming."


"Horses? How many?"


"Too many. They must have spotted
the gap here. Where is your commanding officer?"


"Sleeping. Over there."


Dreschner pointed to an abandoned
house nearby, an ornate little Frank house with a second floor, a gabled roof
and a wide balcony on its face. Like every other building it had been defaced
by shells and bombs but it was only mildly damaged and stood freely on its own
strength. Since he first saw it, Dreschner's commander had claimed the house
and gave strict orders not to be disturbed while his men worked outside to
defend it.


Major Weddel looked upon the
house with frustration.


"Dreschner, this place is nothing
but a hole in the lines. You've got barely a squadron here and we have
fifty or sixty horses coming. Your commander must have an auxiliary machine gun
somewhere. You need to wake that slob up and get it set up, now!"


"Yes sir!"


Peeling off the line with his heart
thrashing in his chest, Dreschner rushed into the house nearby. It was a fine
little house, like a gable-topped cake, creamy white with wine-brown trim
in the form of glossy wooden frames and doors. There were decadent halls
leading upstairs and into the heart of the home, but their treasures had been
shaken off their pedestals and out of their cases by the quaking shellfire of
the previous week's fighting. All along the sides of the halls were crumpled
paintings and smashed glass and pottery. It was a miracle a shell had not blown
open the roof or collapsed the walls. Most of the damage to the exterior and to
the supporting structures was barely superficial.


In the drudgery of 2008 warfare, a
house was a great prize. Being able to command from a house, or fight from a
house. It was like heaven compared to a muddy trench-line.


No doubt, the commander was asleep on
a fine bed somewhere. Dreschner hurried.


Upstairs, he called out for his
commanding officer several times, hoping to wake him.


There was no response, and Dreschner
ran from room to room seeking him out.


He turned around a corner and into a open door into a bedroom with a balcony.


He paused at the doorway; what he saw
quenched all of his panicked energy.


Dreschner was forced to halt by the
sight of his commanding officer, lying dead on a princely bed with a peaceful
face, hands on his chest, eyes closed. At his side was a small girl,
blond-haired, in a fur coat a size or two too large and little fur-trimmed
boots and a dirty little dress. She had a pair of glasses on her face that were
also a size too large.


Though he had seen terrible things in
this war, this sight was incomprehensible. Not the dead soldier -- soldiers
died, even the officers did. It was the child that confounded him. How was she
here? Why was she not taken? War was a place without children or animals or
anything soft and vulnerable. It had to be. Dreschner had seen men drown in
mudholes between trenches; he had seen artillery shells explode and vanish men
from existence, taking even the dust of their bones so that nothing could be
buried. He had heard the wails of gore-strewn soldiers caught in traps in the
no-man's-land, awaiting death.


Dreschner was a child himself,
compared to the men around him.


But he was not this small. Something
this small just couldn't survive this carnage.


He was afraid for this girl, afraid
for her mortality and afraid of how she reflected on him.


He was afraid of vulnerability and
felt a drive to be strong for this girl.


And yet he did not quite know how
to be tender or comforting or even whether to be. Could this child be an enemy?
Could she have killed the C.O.? Those sounded like insane things. Things no man
should dare indulge. But he had seen so much of this war that anything made
sense now save for the existence of a simple innocent in these grand
battlefields.


"Are you lost?" He asked.


It was the first sensible-sounding
thing to land upon his tongue.


From the bed, the child raised her
head and gave Dreschner a blank, tired stare.


"Je ne parle pas Noetais." She said in Frank. Her voice was a
little deeper than he expected, more of a woman's voice than a child's, but
maybe that was all his shell-addled brain.


Dreschner knew a little Frank;
possibly enough to speak to a child.


"What happened?" He
asked. Que s'est-il passé?


"He drank. He drank from Mama and
Papa's special bottle." She said in Frank.


Her Frank was easy to understand.
Concentrating on it, he could hear in Nochtish.


She pointed to the bottle, lying on
the ground amid a pile of other debris, books and clothes and other things,
perhaps pulled out by soldiers hoping to find loot.


Dreschner raised his hands, hoping not
to scare her by approaching.


She did not even look at him as he
moved.


He picked up the bottle and raised it
to his nose.


There was a strong scent of something
dire and chemical.


In disgust he dropped the bottle and
coughed. It was a fatal preparation.


Dreschner turned to the girl and was
surprised to find her speaking again.


"On the radio the king said not
to leave our houses. Mama and Papa were very scared of the bad people coming.
They put something in that wine bottle to drink, in case the bad people
came in. But then they heard shooting, and they ran away. They disobeyed the
king and left all of their treasures behind, even me." She said in a
listless drone.


Dreschner blinked, stunned.


"I'm a good girl. I obeyed the
king and stayed in the house. Like we should. But the stuff in the bottle
smelled gross. So I didn't drink it like Papa and Mama wanted, before they
ran."


"What is your name?"
Dreschner asked, unable to bear the scene any longer.


She looked up at him, making direct
eye contact for the first time.


"Cecilia Nouvelle." She
said.


Dreschner nodded. "Cecilia,
please go to the basement and stay there. You're right, for now, it is a good
thing to stay in the house like the king said. But later, it may be time to
leave. If I tell you it is time to leave, will you leave the house?" He
asked, trembling.


Cecilia turned her head and stared at
the ground, kicking her little feet softly.


"You're one of the bad men. But I
guess you won the big fight. So I'll do what you say."


Without another word, Cecilia dropped
off the bed and tottered off to the basement.


Dreschner looked at the corpse of his
commanding officer. She must have arranged him, closing his eyes, putting his
arms on his chest. Maybe even even cleaning up his face.


He was astonished by this child, so
much so he nearly forgot his own mission.


Rushing back down to the street, he
called out to Weddel.


"No dice, we'll have to hold with
what we have!" He shouted.


"Are you serious?" Weddel
shouted back.


Dreschner kneeled behind the machine
gun, his bewildered loader mechanically putting another belt into the MG-99
while an additional rifleman supporter replaced the water jacket. Weddel pulled
up his binoculars and stared out into the city before them.


"Dreschner, what happened?"
Weddel asked.


His voice trembling, Dreschner
replied, "You can go in and look if you want to."


Walter Weddel seemed to have no desire
to do that. Sighing, he resigned himself.


"May god have mercy on us."
He said.


"May god take our fucking side
for once." Dreschner added.


Dreschner took the handles of the
machine gun and placed his fingers on the spade grip trigger behind them. He
looked down the sights and breathed in, and waited, as he had been waiting.
Without the artillery or the sound of shooting the air was still and the city
too quiet, yet too noisy. Every pebble dropping from a mound of debris, every
mechanical cry from his gun and its unlubricated components, every rustling of
a man's coat. Little sounds became incongruously large, too large, they made
Dreschner very nervous. He tried to keep as still as possible hoping no one
else would hear the sounds he was making.


He could hear the sounds of his spit
going down his throat as he swallowed hard.


When the hoof-claps came it was a
tidal wave of noise, ever approaching.


Then Dreschner saw the men in the
distance, with their tall plumed helms, sabers, guns at their backs, gallantly
clad in their glaringly patriotic red and blue uniforms, and riding
on beastly brown horses that seemed like elephants as they rode en-masse. Dust
blew in their wake, a dreadful cloud that seemed like it could rival the plumes
of a shell-fall. They were a blunt arrowhead, charging without ceremony
from an interior street and into the city center, charging the barricade. He
had fought them before, but never like this.


They seemed so much more fearsome
beyond the trench lines.


Dreschner had seen so much of this war
and this sight stilled his heart nonetheless.


To close his eyes to the charge,
however, would mean death.


"Engaging target! Free
fire!" Dreschner shouted.


With three fingers he pulled the
trigger and the bolt went wild.


His loader held up the belt of machine
gun ammunition and the MG-99 sucked it up into its boxy shell and spat it out
through the barrel. Dreschner heard the water in the barrel jacket bubble and
sizzle and froth as a dozen rounds and then six dozen and then a hundred
exploded out of the barrel. Steam and smoke blew from the tip of the gun.


It made a sound like a thousand
hammers pounding nails in millisecond intervals.


It had an effect like a spear driven
right into the heart of the horsemen.


From his fixed position, Dreschner's
gunfire struck the center of the enemy's formation. In an instant the lead
horse was crippled by fire and fell and was trampled. Several more horses
tripped over the one falling before them, and the formation was forced to
spread and to morph, with men at the flanks riding forward, men in the center
halting their gallop to maneuver around corpses of horses and men, creating a
generalized confusion.


Throughout all of this Dreschner did
not stop shooting.


He traversed the gun from left to
right, moving deliberately with steeled nerves, putting down hundreds of
rounds that swept across the broad front imposed by his enemy. Long streaks of
gunfire sliced the heads and shoulders and limbs off men and left them hanging
dead from panicked horses; or struck horses in the center of their bulk like iron
fists pounding a slab of ham, and causing the beasts to crumple as if on jelly
legs; and in response the cavalry turned into an amorphous mass, groups of
horses and men scrambling to avoid the eye of the MG-99, and many running into
its fire in the attempt.


Major Walter Weddel stood up amid
the cacophony of dying men and blazing fire.


"That's over a dozen horses down
already! We can do this men, stand and fight!"


Weddel produced his pistol and opened
fire on the approaching cavalry.


At his sides, the spare riflemen
picked up their rifles and joined him.


The Major and his men accounted
for a pair of horses, while Dreschner's gun clicked empty. Frantically his
loader produced and fed in a new belt, while his third man replaced the red-hot
water jacket, that was steaming and boiling and
frothing madly. Beneath the jacket the gun barrel was red hot and smoking
fiercely. Soon as the new water jacket was applied, it too began to bubble, the
cold water inside cooking from the heat.


Within seconds Dreschner was pulling
the trigger and resuming his intense barrage.


Those brilliant, gallant, galloping
charges should have deflected the bullets, they were full of such glory that it
seemed impossible they could be broken. Each burst of gunfire killed an
impossible number, downing horse after horse. Cavalrymen reunited, amassed in
new formations, and broke into charges toward the barricade, and died.
Five-hundred meters; a group of three horses, their legs exploding and turning
them to hanging hams rolling back over themselves. Three hundred meters; a
column of horsemen, pistols out, shooting desperately past the barricade, over
Dreschner's own head, before being cut down.


Out a mere hundred meters; two
horsemen jumped over a great hunk of concrete, and in mid-air the rifle and
pistol and machine gun fire tore the blood and gore from them and sprayed it
like fireworks in grizzly arcs and shapes. They fell, turned to meat, and
stopped.


It was maddening. Dreschner almost
wanted to lose this confrontation.


He imagined himself, a proud young lad
on a beautiful stallion, riding to a great war.


And on the opposing end some
filth-covered scoundrel in a hole with a machine gun.


He felt as if he was shooting down his
dreams, shooting down the only beauty left in war.


Dreschner wept; he mumbled to himself
to stop but his fingers felt otherwise.


His fingers, that
had held seemingly nothing but guns the whole year.


They knew war, and they knew only to
shoot. And so they shot, and they shot.


To say they died one by one is to
understate the brutal carnage; men died in disparate groups and in glorious
processions and in their lonesome and accompanied by such great burdens that
even in death they could have never been alone. They died with horses and
without them, they died with bodies whole or broken, they died among themselves
and with their comrades and among the ghosts. Dreschner could not look out at
what he had done. There was such a gruesome landscape before him that he could
not take it.


He dried his tears, and he stood up,
and he let his legs take him away.


"That's the platoon! That's the
entire platoon!" Major Weddel celebrated. "Dreschner, you rabid dog,
I am giving you a promotion, you will go places my boy, I guarantee--"


But he had no one to celebrate with,
for Dreschner had abandoned the gun.


Everyone stared. Dreschner could feel
the eyes like knives at his back.


He was abandoning his post, like a
coward, filth among the filth of the infantry.


But they had already won. So what did
it matter?


Perhaps understanding the situation
back then, Major Weddel never charged him with any of the myriad penalties he
could have faced for turning away from the battlefield.


Free from the shackles of the gun and
the fight, Dreschner returned to the house, and behind the basement door,
he found Cecilia, just where he hoped she would be.


She was seated on the stairs in the
same way she had been seated on the bed.


She was holding her hands over her
ears but seemed eerily calm despite this.


He tapped on her shoulder, and she
turned around, and put her hands down.


"Can you leave the house?"
He asked her.


"If you say so." She
replied. Her voice was listless, dead, inexpressive.


Dreschner took her hand, and they
walked back out onto the street.


Her hand was so small, Dreschner thought,
if he held it the way he held a gun, he would likely shatter it. He could not
squeeze it. He could barely touch it. It was very eerie.


He dreaded what might happen when
Cecilia saw the outside.


Nothing at all happened, however.


If Cecilia caught a glimpse of the
field of corpses out in the park, she did not let anyone know. She made no
sound, no protest, as Dreschner walked her away from the sight.


She was quiet, and followed along
dutifully.


Dreschner led her somewhere, not even
knowing where himself. His mind was adrift.


He thought, as he walked, of the
cavalry, of the beautiful, ill-fated cavalry.


So that was why they did not fight
before.


All of his notions, all of his dreams,
had left him, and he was empty.


Empty of any optimism or hope but also
empty of juvenile notions and illusions.


Perhaps, he thought, being empty was
the better way.


Yet he found himself struck with
an aberrant admiration of their bravery, their foolhardy resolve. They had been
failed; they themselves had been victorious, but they were betrayed by their
tools. Dreschner himself, no matter how gallant it would have been, would ever
ride a horse into battle. That age was over. Had these men owned metal horses,
perhaps the tide would have swung. Perhaps then, Dreschner would ride a horse
into battle.


"What are your parent's
names?" Dreschner asked.


"I don't think I have any
now." Cecilia said.


He marveled at how well she was taking
becoming perhaps as empty as he.


Dreschner figured he must have cried
more than Cecilia had this entire time.


Perhaps if he failed to win this war,
her generation could do it.


Her generation would understand from
the get-go that the chivalrous age was over.










General Einschel Dreschner awoke with a start.


He banged his head on the zeiss telescoping sight, and reared back,
holding his face.


For a moment, everything hurt, but his breathing began to steady.


As he became aware of his surroundings he felt calm again.


He was not in a house or on a horse but inside the turret of his
Sentinel command tank.


It was not 2008; it was 2030.


There was no Northern War; this was the Solstice War.


"Sir, are you alright? Are you hurt? I can get Eva--"


"It's fine."


At his side, Karla Schicksal stared at him with wide, almost child-like
eyes.


"It's fine, return to work." Dreschner said.


Nodding her head innocently, she returned to the radio and put her headset
back on.


Dreschner stared at the back of her head for a moment. He shook his own
head.


He had been dreaming an anxious dream of a time annihilated from
history.


There was no relevance to it now. Everything had completely changed.
Hadn't it?


"Schicksal, what are your thoughts on horse cavalry?" He
asked.


Schicksal turned back to him from the radio, staring quizzically.


She opened and closed her mouth several times, ambushed by this strange
question.


"Um, well, I'd guess they would be pretty useless when you have
tanks and trucks."


She sounded fairly certain of this fact when she finally spoke,
despite her obvious anxiety.


Shrugging nervously, she then returned to the radio.


Not a shred of sentimentality for those bygone days of the war.


Of course not, she would not have known them.


Dreschner felt eerily satisfied with her generation. He laid back in his
seat.


 


 


 


























































Extra: The Gloom’s Bad News


 


15th of the Aster’s Gloom,
2030 D.C.E


 


Svechthan Union,
Vyatka Oblast — STAVKA HQ, Polviy City


 


“Someone please explain
this to me.”


Nadezdha Stalh pushed a
file folder across her desk, toward her subordinates. She leaned back and
steepled her fingers in front of her face, elbows on wood, waiting for the two
women in front of her to pick it up. This gesture obscured her face, and Zhukova
could not read her very pale features anymore. She knew that the Central
Committee Head was angry, but that much was a given. More important was how angry and what kind of angry.


When she became dangerously truculent, Premier Stalh’s
right eye would twitch.


However, with her hands and
her officer’s cap in the way, it was impossible to tell.


Lieutenant
General Galina Zhukova glanced left. Her usually bubbly, cheerful
companion in this mess had turned demure before Nadezhda and rooted herself in
place. She looked like a guilty child, hands behind her back, shifting on her
feet, awaiting further scolding.


Zhukova reached out and
plucked the folder from the desk. She did not open it.


“Comrade Premier,” Zhukova
said calmly, “It is something inoffensive.”


“Open it!” Nadezhda said.
She put down her hands against the desk.


Her face bore an almost
comically petulant expression when exposed. Her charmingly thick eyebrows were
downturned, her eyes half-closed. She wore a long frown on her face that
accentuated the very slight age lines tracing her soft, round white
cheeks. Her pure-black hair, rare for Svechthans and a sign of mixed
ethnicity, fell long down the sides of her head.


She was not dangerously angry. In fact she might not
even really be angry at
all.


Confident now, Zhukova
played along and opened the folder.


Inside was a document,
bearing the signatures of Zhukova, Voroshilova, Sokolovsky and Jeremenkova.
There were a few maps, some agreed upon assets that would be deployed, agreed
upon dates, and the tallied results of a few votes that included some lower
officers, down to the level of Colonel, including people from the Army Air
Arm and Red Navy.


There was a list of ships
and positions, an inquiry as to the transport or evacuation capabilities of a
Rarog class Destroyer, of which they had many; the sea level metrics of various
Borelian beaches and aerial photographs of the topography surrounding them;
intelligence reports from spies and other sources on the forces stationed in
Borelia and the fleet groups around it. None of the documents were originals,
but hasty copies.


Everything was dated to the
11th, when Voroshilova had overseen the signing.


At Zhukova’s side,
Voroshilova raised her hand as if in a classroom and spoke up. She was small,
even for a Svechthan, yet still a little bit taller than Nadezdha, who was particularly small, even for a Svechthan.
A vibrant looking woman with a svelte appearance, soft white-blue hair down to
the shoulder and a winning smile, Voroshilova was a classical beauty of the continent
even into her forties, and had a gentle air about her.


“Comrade Stalh, I merely
thought, it would be more democratic–”


Nadezhda cut off
Voroshilova’s gentle voice with her own high-pitched barking.


“DEMOCRATIC? Does this look
like some collective farm to you?” Stalh shouted. She raised her hands to her
face, pushed against her temples briefly, and then lashed out a judging index
finger at Zhukova. “And you! I can
excuse this nonsense from Voroshilova, but you should know how we do things
around here, Zhukova! This is disappointing!”


Zhukova bitterly thought
that, of course she could excuse a mistake from Voroshilova. Her
entire tenure in the C.C. and maybe even her entire life had been spent
excusing Voroshilova in various ways! It had likely become some kind of
automatic reflex by this point!


She did not say this,
because she had nothing against Voroshilova herself, who was present and a
delicate little soul; and because Nadezhda was in a relatively pliable mood.


Nadezhda sighed audibly, a
sharp sound, and her head sank toward her desk. She hit her desk a few times as
if her fist was a gavel. Then she thrust upright and pointed again.


“Zhukova, I trusted you! I
sent you along to prevent this
kind of foolishness. You two are supposed to be gathering forces and planning
an attack. You! Not the Colonels! You
two need to command respect and look like you know what you’re doing!” She
turned her head toward Voroshilova. “How did you even rope Sokolovsky into
signing this fool’s pact?”


“I asked nicely if he had
any ideas he wanted to share.” Voroshilova said softly.


Nadezhda pointed back to
Zhukova, and wagged her finger toward herself.


Zhukova approached until
her knees were scraping the desk.


Nadezhda snatched the paper
out of her hands, an action she couldn’t have undertaken unless Zhukova was
very, very close, owing to their unfavorable difference in height.


“Ugh! You got Yakov to
sign? And Svechin? Your stupidity is too contagious.”


She ripped up the proposed
plans for the invasion of Borelia and threw them away.


“You,” she pointed to
Voroshilova, “are going to stay far away from ink pens. I’m giving Jeremenkova
that authority directly. Furthermore, you,” she shifted that stabbing, overused
index finger to Zhukova and grumbled, “I don’t even know what to do with you.”


“I share this sentiment.”
Zhukova replied, nonplussed.


Nadezhda leaned back a
little, blinking, confused. Then her eyes drew wide.


She frowned. “Don’t get
cheeky with me Galina! Out! Out now!”


Zhukova turned around and
nonchalantly vacated the Premier’s office. She very quickly noticed that
Voroshilova stayed behind; but of
course she did. Those two were like a married couple in every single
way but the newspaper advert and the marriage license. Certainly they would
bicker for a few moments, and then make up for a few hours after.


Outside the ground was soft
with snow, and one’s feet sank into the crunchy powder. Overhead the sky was
grey, and the wind blew a stark white. Zhukova covered herself up well with a
thick coat and a fur cap. Tall for a Svechthan, the marker of her own mixed
ethnicity, Zhukova was exactly 157 and a half centimeters tall. She had cut her
loose, curly blue hair short, but it was long enough still to blow in the
stiff, icy gusts.


At precisely forty years of
age, Zhukova had lived long enough to see the Svechthan Revolution against
Lubon. Now she was headed for the STAVKA’s military library in order to plot a
second assault on the elves, this time on their home turf. The “Matter of
Borelia” as it was referred to had been long since
decided. They would draw first blood.


 


16th of the Aster’s Gloom, 2030 D.C.E


 


Svechthan Union,
Vyatka Oblast — STAVKA HQ, Polviy City


 


The STAVKA building was an unimpressive little monument. Standing on an
irregular stylobate with six steps, the building was tucked away in an
unassuming corner of the small city of Polviy, flanked by a goods shop and
a small inn that served warm biscuits and honey in the mornings. Wide
streets, buried in snow, led to the long, squat white building connected to a
side tower one story higher than the main structure. Three stories were
thickly delineated along the exterior by concrete ledges stretching below tall
windows.


Wrapped up in her coat and scarf and fur cap, dusted with snow, Zhukova
ambled toward the building like a blizzard-borne ghost. She climbed the steps
to the double doors, which a guard shut behind her after bidding her dobroye
utro! She raised her hand and waved as she walked away, in
lieu of a response. Pulling away her scarf and hat, she climbed another set of
steps, and turned a corner to a little door. Her office was almost more of a
closet.


She hung her cold weather gear behind her, looming over her desk, and sat
down.


At her desk, she collapsed over a pile of books, maps, and assorted
documents.


History had chosen her as the person most recently haunted by the “Matter
of Borelia.”


Borelia was a large island nation that stood between Svechtha and Lubon.
It was Lubon’s last colonial subject. Ever since the eve of the Svechthan
Revolution every socialist in the snow-covered land had dreamed of the
destruction of the Kingdom of Lubon and the end of the existential terror that
loomed over their land. So long as Lubon existed, Svechtha’s Red Army would
always be faced with a mortal foe with the power to subjugate them, to strip
them again of their hard-earned identity and autonomy and enslave them.


Much the same as they had done before; after all, Svechtha wasn’t even the
real name of their nation and people. Svechtha was a self-made name, taken on
during the Revolution. Their identity had been lost; utterly destroyed by
the elves in ages past.


Lubon had to be crushed decisively for Svechtha to be truly free.


In order for this to be accomplished, the Borelian Colonial Authority had
to be defeated. Once Borelia was freed and turned against Lubon, the Kingdom
would not be able to threaten Svechtha, while the small folk would have a base
from which to strike the Kingdom.


It was all well and good to have this plan. Executing it was another
matter entirely.


To assault Borelia they would first need to challenge the Regia Marina around Borelia, and inflict
enough damage to force open a way to the island. Once the way to the island was
secured, they would have to carry out a landing operation. In order to
establish a Borelian beachhead that was capable of independent operations, they
needed to land at least one Army — 150,000 troops at the minimum. But
Svechtha’s Red Navy was heavily focused on defense of its waters, not landing
operations. They had a preponderance of submarines and destroyers, but not
enough troopships for the task. They could press cargo vessels for the mission,
but then they would just be short of supply ships instead.


Once all of these requirements had been met there was still the
actual war to fight.


Though they had support within some of the indigenous community of
Borelia, a people that had been displaced by elven colonial settlers for
hundreds of years, they did not have all of them — many
had been assimilated into the Colonial Authority. Some elves and
elf-descendents were amenable to participating in guerilla actions, and those
that could be organized for this had been. But it was a paltry asset, more
useful for local intelligence than inflicting damage. And damage, on a colossal
scale, was necessary.


Zhukova, Sokolovsky and Jeremenkova (with Voroshilova standing by with
curious eyes) had all agreed that it was of crucial importance to destroy the Borelian
oil fields some time before the actual invasion, otherwise the imbalance in
supply would be swung too far in the Royal Army’s favor. During the actual eve
of the invasion, it was necessary to destroy the Borelian Colonial Authority’s
Air Headquarters, and inflict some kind of damage
to the Regia Marina Fleet Air Arm. Without regional air superiority the Red
Army stood no chance of succeeding given all of the other factors against them.


All of this and more, Zhukova had carefully considered. She could find no
fault in these observations, but the main problem was not the observations. It
was a small and mean woman named Nadezhda Stalh who demanded that Borelia be
wiped from the map in a matter of months, right off the heels of a skirmish
with Hanwa in Orchun, an island territory to the southeast that was a
territory of Svechtha within the Empire’s orbit.


Nadezhda was drunk on the success of Orchun.


Hanwa had encroached, and like everyone, they believed they could
take from Svechtha without a fight. Zhukova, a little-known Corps commander at
the time, fought back.


Zhukova had made a terrible mistake on Orchun Island.


She had won too handily.


She had encircled and destroyed the Hanwans, defeated them like an adult
pushing down a child. She had destroyed them so utterly, and so brazenly thrown
tens of thousands of lives screaming into the blender, and forced Hanwa to sign
a peace with Svechtha and vacate the land, air and water space around Svechtha
so thoroughly, that Nadezdha took notice.


Zhukova had now become Nadezhda’s Stalh’s dream General.


And the lesson the Premier took from this victory was that Svechtha was
now “ready.”


So the Borelian matter was now Zhukova’s boulder to push up a hill.


Stalh now expected her to carry people on her shoulders. People like
Klementina Voroshilova, who could compose a nice speech for the troops, but not
command them.


Zhukova shook her head over her desk. This was bordering on unfair.


Something then stirred beneath the mess. She heard ringing.


Clearing out the papers and books, Zhukova uncovered her telephone.


She picked it up by its shaft, put the receiver to her ear and spoke into
the microphone.


“This is General Zhukova.” She said.


“I know!” Nadezdha shouted from the other end.


Zhukova sighed.


“How may I be of service, Premier?”


“Did you just get in?”


“Yes.”


“How is the weather outside?”


“Snowy.”


Nadezdha laughed raucously.


“How has your day been?”


“It just started.”


“Did you have breakfast? You’re always so downcast.”


“I’m not downcast; merely not upcast.”


Nadezhda burst out laughing again.


“Oh ho ho ho! Oh my! You can be personable when you want to be!”


“Only around persons.”


This conversation was a comedy of opposites — the boisterous, conceited
voice of Nadezdha Stalh clashing with the dry, emotionless words of Galina
Zhukova.


“Anyway, listen: I wanted to ask you something, Zhukova.”


Zhukova wrapped the phone cord around her finger. “Yes Premier.”


“What do you think of Voroshilova? What is your opinion?”


Zhukova rolled her eyes.


“On what level, ma’am? Political? Military? Personal?”


“Just tell me what comes to mind to describe our esteemed Marshal.”


“She is,” the General paused for a moment. When she seemed to have a fair
description in her mind, she spoke again. “Voroshilova is a very pure and
wholesome maiden. She has a good command of the classics, and fine taste in
teas. She is a moving violinist. In her presence, I feel a sense of nostalgia,
as if I was chatting with a schoolyard friend.”


Nadezdha hung up abruptly.


Upstairs, Zhukova heard something hit the floor or wall.


Zhukova could then hear footsteps moving closer a few minutes later.


Through the door, the little Premier strode through the door in her peaked
cap and her little red uniform. She had her hands on her hips and craned her
head to look at Zhukova. Like all Svecthans, Nadezhda was visibly no child.
This was a popular stereotype, that Svechthans were a race of children. Stalh
was quite visibly proportioned like an adult, albeit a short one. Her hips were
rounded, her limbs their appropriate lengths, her breast mildly curved.


Her big eyebrows were turned low. She looked sulky, frowning, eyes
half-closed.


She stood at the door for a moment. Zhukova pushed a chair out from behind
the desk. Nadezhda approached, took the chair, and sat on it, her arms crossed.
She grunted.


“Listen, Voroshilova is important to me, but, we both agree, she is no
good at fighting.”


Zhukova averted her eyes.


“Oh, she is good at fighting. She is just, with all due respect, very dumb
at it.”


“I don’t understand what you’re getting at.” Nadezhda said.


Zhukova nodded. “Well, she led that pistol charge at Orchun–”


“Point taken.” Nadezhda interrupted, rubbing her forehead. “We agree.”


“We agree.” Zhukova said. Voroshilova was a good paper-pusher who choked
when she had to make sweeping decisions that didn’t involve her personally
doing something very stupid and reckless all by herself. She was also quick to
dodge administrative responsibility. Her warrior’s heart only beat when she had
an enemy in front of her.


Voroshilova would have been adequate with a horse and sabre in ages
past.


In short, she was simply no good as a Marshal of a modern war.


She had gotten her position because she had personally saved Nadezhda’s
life in the past. As such, when Nadezhda acceded to her position and the time
came to choose a new Marshal of the Red Army to match the new Premier,
Voroshilova was chosen.


“So, here is what I’m going to do about it.” Nadezhda said.


She left that sentence hanging in the air.


Zhukova nodded her head to show she was listening.


She didn’t know what to expect. She never thought Stalh would let
Voroshilova go.


So she waited almost a minute for the Premier to finally finish her statement.


Once she was ready, Nadezhda raised her index finger into the air with a
flourish.


She crooked a little grin and winked.


“I will appoint you to investigate our Generals, find a suitable Marshal,
and we’ll promote that person, and then find Voroshilova a nice desk job
somewhere! Isn’t it splendid?”


Zhukova felt as though her eyes would roll right out of their sockets.


“I will start right away, Premier.” She said in a vaguely surly voice.
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Zhukova had a bundle of mostly empty documents in hand and a plan of
attack in mind.


She would walk into the office, put down her report, and then tell Stalh that
it was she, Zhukova, who was most suitable to become Marshal. Nobody else could
do it. It was she who conquered the Hanwans at Orchun, she who wrote their
books on maneuver warfare and she who was most fit to lead the Red Army
henceforth. Then, as a Marshal, she would be able to delay the Borelian affair
for a while with administrative nonsense.


This would, in two strokes, solve all of the Red Army’s current problems.


However, as she entered the office of the Premier she found Voroshilova
already there.


She looked over her shoulder, and let out a little gasp when Zhukova
approached.


At her desk, Nadezhda was rubbing down her face furiously, beet-red.


“You’re finally here!” shouted the Premier. “Look at this! Look at it!”


She practically threw the file folder at Zhukova.


Inside there were communiques from Ayvarta via radio-telephone, as well as
several reports from intelligence sources, that amounted to one disastrous
revelation.


Ayvarta was under attack by Nocht.


“Hundreds of thousands of imperialist troops stream into Ayvarta!”


Nadezhda was practically pulling at her own hair, with a few breaks to
smash her head against her desk, and to pound her fists into the wood.
Zhukova’s hands shook a little as she read the reports, though her face
retained its implacable expression. For a long time, Ayvarta had been their
only and most trusted ally. Despite several very dubious decisions on the part
of its government, Svechtha fully supported their global positions.


In return for various forms of that support, Ayvarta shipped many, many
tons of grain to the icy nation, without which that little inn beside the
STAVKA HQ might not be able to give free biscuits and honey every breakfast.
Maybe mushrooms and acorns if they were lucky.


“We’re all going to die.” Nadezhda moaned.


At her side, Voroshilova patted her back and shoulders gently.


“Do not be so discouraged! Our comrades will fight with all their
strength!”


Nadezhda looked up at Voroshilova from her desk. She then turned her head
again.


“We’re all going to die.” She repeated.


“Our own food supplies will be fine if we implement rationing right now.”
Zhukova said flatly. “However, this development means, if Ayvarta cannot drive
back Nocht quickly enough, we will not have the food supplies necessary to
carry out the Borelian Matter.”


“So we’ll just die slowly!” Nadezhda cried.


Zhukova held her tongue. She judged Nadezhda for a lot of things, but she
knew the Premier was a deeply emotional person who was prone to mood swings and
that this was no fault of her own, but just how her brain was wired. It would
be cruel to chastise her at the moment, but Zhukova was also not exactly the
supportive type. She left the comforting up to Voroshilova, who could carry it
out much more personally anyway.


While the Marshal and Premier sobbed near one another, Zhukova felt a jolt
in her feet that urged her to start doing something, anything at all, to
rectify the situation at hand.


“Premier, we must draft a rationing plan post-haste.” Zhukova said gently.


Nadezhda sniffled, her head sunk against the desk. Voroshilova hovered
near her.


“We’ll do it. You go– do something.” groaned the Premier, still overcome
with emotion.


Zhukova bowed her head and turned sharply around to the door.


Around the STAVKA building there was activity everywhere. It was clear
that overnight, everything had changed. As Zhukova walked the halls she saw
people in a flurry of movement. She heard desperate whispering voices around
every corner, and saw faces frozen stiff in a rictus of shock and horror. There
were people walking down halls aimlessly, some with file folders to deliver,
some with nothing on their hands. There were people going to the wrong floors,
and crowding meeting halls. Everyone knew something had to be done, but nobody
knew what, so they simply did without thinking.


When she dropped in on the office of the Commissariat of Supply, the
entire room was feverishly working. The computers mashed their hands on
mechanical calculators; clerks telephoned union representatives, state goods
stockers and collective farms to inform them of the current events and the plan
moving forward; Zhukova stood at the door for a moment and then turned
around. Clearly they were working hard and that was what mattered.


Freezing food distribution and sale was a necessary and precalculated
first step.


She trusted Stalh and Voroshilova would recover and draft a real rationing
plan.


Her next stop was at her own office. She pushed all the books and
documents about Borelia piling her desk off to a corner of the room, and picked
up her telephone. Turning the dial with the tip of her finger, she picked up
the receiver by its cord, put it to her ear, and waited. Once connected to the
radio-telephone station she delivered her orders.


“Command all Svechthan troops in Ayvarta to cooperate fully with the
Ayvartan government, and to place themselves at its disposal. In the absence of
Ayvartan orders of any kind, the Svechthan Joint-Training troops are to take
independent measures to resist the imperialists, and to retreat or advance in
defense of Solstice as necessary until a coordinated Svechthan command in
Ayvarta can be established.” Zhukova said.


Acknowledging her, the radio-telephone operator began the lengthy process
of disseminating these orders across the seas to the very tip of northern
Ayvarta.


Hanging up the phone felt strangely final. This was the very first and
very last thing she could really do for Ayvarta at the moment. She was an
unfathomable amount of kilometers away from her nation’s only allies. She had
now exhausted all of her current options.


Nadezhda had not been exaggerating. Without Ayvarta they very well could
be dead.


Svechthan agriculture was thriving, more than it ever had under the cruel
hand of the elves, but it was nowhere near enough to feed everyone. They
depended on large shipments of food from Ayvarta, an exceedingly fertile land
that had sun and rain year-round instead of snow. Though they could survive
without Ayvartan food, the state of their agriculture was such that everyone’s
share of the food would be meager. What’s more the economy might not be able to
take the shock of losing the Ayvartan benefits in the long term.


In addition, Ayvarta was big and thought of as powerful and threatening.
It rattled its sabers in defense of Svechtha. It was the only nation on the
planet that did them this favor.


As such, all of Ayvarta’s problems were Svechtha’s problems as well.


And this war seemed like it would be their most dire problem for a very
long, agonizing time. It might perhaps even be their final problem, depending
on how the war swung.


For right now all Zhukova could do was sit, and try to control her
thrashing heart.
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Zhukova entered the little inn just to get out of the snow. A bell rang as
she passed the door. Wrapped up in her coat, fur cap and fuzzy scarf, her skin
shivered as she transitioned from the cold outside to the warm hearth fire of
the inn lobby. Through a side door she entered the little dining area, and
strode up to the counter before ringing the bell set there.


“Dobroye utro!” she called out, pulling her scarf down from
over her mouth.


Behind the counter appeared a little girl, barely 100 centimeters tall,
who pushed a stool closer to the counter and stood on it in order to stand at
eye level with Zhukova. She looked like a little doll, dressed in a blue and
gold jumper and a long white shirt, her dark blue hair done with a big red
kerchief. She smiled brightly and spread open her arms.


“Dobroye tovarisch!” She said. She
was missing a few teeth and her pronunciation was charmingly off, clearly she
was a very small child. Zhukova smiled back at her.


“My, you are a big girl, tending to the shop!” She said, putting on a soft
face for the child.


“You are a big lady too!” said the child. “Did you come from the big green
place?”


She pointed to the wall behind them, where a cloth map of Ayvarta hung.
That was a common way to honor their allies — depictions of Ayvarta as a green
paradise from which many lifesaving things were brought to Svechtha was now a
common folk tradition.


“Ah, no.” Zhukova said. It was difficult to tell anyone she was a
half-elf, for various reasons. “My mother was very big, you see. Bigger than
me. And she didn’t have a chair!”


“Wow!” replied the child, raising her hands to her mouth in surprise.


“Could I have a honey biscuit, little one?” Zhukova finally asked.


“Oh.”


In an instant the child’s demeanor turned gloomy. She put her hands behind
her back, tipped her head to one side and frowned, shifting her feet and
apparently deep in thought.


“Sorry big lady, but mama says we can’t now. Because the big boats aren’t
coming. Maybe in,” she showed off all the fingers on her hands, “this many
days? Sorry!”


Zhukova forced herself to smile again. “That is fine. Have a good day.”


She reached over the counter, patted the child on the head, and turned to
leave.


Even before she entered the inn, she realized this would probably be
the result.


Her rumbling stomach just compelled her to ask. But it was fine, she told
herself, ignoring the hot pangs within her belly — she would get some sweet
barley in the cafeteria later. She got a fresh ration card yesterday. It
was nothing too depressing.


Everyone in Svechtha seemed to be telling themselves similar things.


It was not especially working out for them.


There was an enervated mood throughout the STAVKA HQ. The dizzying
activity of the 19th and 20th was well past them. Everyone had settled into the
gloomy reality of the situation. Zhukova walked past people waiting on
unringing phones, guards laying about staring at the wall. It was not the
absence of food, not yet, for food was not absent. Everyone was still fed. It
was the stress, and the idea that food could become absent.


That was enough to knock everyone across the city and country off their
feet.


Zhukova, as was becoming customary, bypassed her own office and made her
way to the Premier’s, where she found the woman alone, and stood at attention across
from her.


Behind her desk, Nadezhda Stalh fidgeted and worried. This was their 11th
day since Nocht declared War on Ayvarta and invaded it. They had limited news
from the continent, but sent their support for the beleaguered nation almost on
a daily basis. However, they had not yet done much to
concretely support the war effort. What they had done was ration barley and
fuel and rubber and a list of things Ayvarta supplied.


“Zhukova,” Nadezhda began, for she never actually greeted anyone
cordially, “I’ve got some procurements plans for you to consider, particularly
on those new tanks.”


“Yes Premier.” Zhukova replied.


“Take your time with them. I don’t believe they’re going anywhere yet.”


Nadezhda looked almost a caricature of depression, speaking and acting
sluggishly.


She was almost an avatar for the state of the country.


There was a heavy administrative paralysis in Svechtha. They had tens of
thousands of soldiers on Ayvarta for training and consultation purposes, but
with Ayvarta going through political schisms, and the crisis on the mainland,
it was difficult for them to mobilize. In addition, Nadezhda worried that
Nocht, with whom they had a truce for the past few years, might declare war on
them as well, adding to their list of enemies.


There was also a great hesitation to commit their limited resources to
helping Ayvarta. It was one thing to plan an attack on Borelia when the rest of
the world was relatively peaceful and Ayvartan support was implicit — and
already a very difficult thing even with these factors. Borelia was relatively
close, and they had the space and time to plan for such an action. It was quite
another to respond to a surprise invasion by the most powerful nation in the
world, happening a sea away from them, and targeting the breadbasket from which
they had been drawing their food and fuel from. An attack on Ayvarta was a
crippling blow to Svechthan logistics. They could starve trying to respond.


Everyone was afraid and did not know what to do. They had never planned
for this.


As such, Nadezhda had for the past few weeks tried to steer the topic away
from this.


Zhukova, however, was a touch optimistic. She had come here to steer the
topic back.


She had been reading, and thinking, over the past week, and had come to
her own conclusions about this event. Though her colleagues feared the fire,
Zhukova thought that a world ablaze was just what they needed now. She felt the
time had come now.


“Premier, we must stop dodging the Ayvartan question.” Zhukova said.


Nadezhda almost jumped behind her desk. “What is this all of a sudden?”


“It is true that these events have surprised us, but we are in a better
position than we imagined ourselves to be.” Zhukova said, speaking dryly,
without undue expression.


Nadezhda rubbed her chin and stared at her subordinate. Often, Stalh could
be very stubborn and unwavering, but one of her better personality traits was
an interest in new ideas, and especially, in hearing good news. Things that
bordered on the idealistic, such as gigantic tanks, submersible battleships and
parasite airplanes, appealed to her.


Likely she could file away Zhukova’s words into the same category as
these.


“Speak your mind, Zhukova. Clearly you’ve thought about this.” Nadezhda
said.


Zhukova smiled. Now that she had an audience, she let her tongue fly quite
freely.


“I believe that the situation in Ayvarta could be manipulated to our
benefit in all matters, if we solidify our relationship with Ayvarta while
steering them toward a dramatic and rapid remilitarization, of the kind that
will be needed to defeat Nocht, and more.”


Nadezhda raised her thick eyebrows. “I like this thesis so far. Please
elaborate.”


It was well known among the staff who interacted with Stalh often that her
skepticism was not backed by any logic — it was merely a way to pressure people
to talk more.


Zhukova was quite fine with talking. She had a whole speech, almost,
rehearsed.


“Premier, think about it in this way, knowing Ayvarta’s history. Ayvarta’s
government did not crystallize fully until 2015, but between 2010 and 2015
Ayvarta carried rigorous collectivization of agriculture and other policies
intended to improve its economic situation. Between 2015 and 2025 with its
government and lands fully united in support, it vastly expanded its industrial
and agricultural capacity. Since 2025, its government has been trying to slash
its military industrial potential in favor of consumer goods, but those ten
years of development have not just gone away — as seen in new Ayvartan
technologies. Aircraft carriers do not simply grow on trees. That potential is
there.”


She paused, but Nadezhda was not ready to reply. She was still at the
stage of making puzzled and vaguely aggravated faces. Zhukova knew this meant
she still had the floor.


“Furthermore, the Empire’s 10 Million Men do not simply go away either.
Even though Ayvarta currently counts on around 1.5 million in active and
reserve forces spread widely across the nation, it still retains the potential
to produce those ten million soldiers. They do not go away. In fact, one can
argue the potential for such an army has increased over time, even through
demilitarization, because of agricultural and industrial policy between 2015
and 2025, and even beyond. Did not Ayvarta recently give us a prototype tank as
part of its cooperation pacts with us, that far
surpasses our own?”


Now Nadezhda was finally willing to intervene. She faked a little cough to
get in a word.


“What is your angle with this, Galina? I assume this is not just a history
filibuster. I know very well that in an ideal world Ayvarta could rebuild a
strong army. What of it?”


Zhukova prepared to deliver the coup de grace on this contrived little
meeting.


“My angle, Premier, is that Ayvarta’s military potential is untapped and
vast. Should we be able to nurture Ayvarta into the juggernaut that it can
become, we may yet be able to tap into that potential for our purposes. What if
a fully mobilized Ayvarta with vast armies and powerful equipment, not only
built goods for us and shipped food, but shipped their soldiers to support our
military efforts? We would solve the Matter of Borelia overnight.”


“Why would they do such a thing? They have enough problems of their own.”


Zhukova grinned wide. “Because we could open up a second front in this
‘Solstice War’.”


Nadezhda’s thick eyebrows drew wide open as the realization slowly
dawned on her.


“We could.” She said. “With their help, we could certainly do it. We are
in position for it.”


“Indeed Premier. All we need is the arsenal. Ayvarta can, shall we say,
rearm us too.”


“So, then,” Nadezhda pored over Zhukova’s words, “Ayvarta can grow to
become,” she paused again, rubbing her chin, then her eyes drew wide. “An
arsenal of socialism!”


“An arsenal of socialism indeed. Good description, Premier.” Zhukova said
dryly.


Nadezhda hopped up and down in her little chair, shaking her fists and
grinning wide.


She clapped her hands happily like a child and beamed, more delighted than
ever.


“Indeed! Indeed! You are a genius, Zhukova! Ayvarta can help us wipe those
elves off the map, and then, we shall expand socialism across the four corners
of the world!”


Zhukova raised an eyebrow. “You want to take over the
world, Premier?”


“Of course! Think about it — we are fighting every imperialist nation on
the planet right now! When we win, we will impose our will on them all.
Socialism in one country? Yeah right! We shall build socialism in one planet!
All of the world will follow Lenanism-Stalhinism!”


Zhukova raised both eyebrows. She contained her real response, but still
made a quip.


“Well, the Ayvartan’s form of Lenanism may contain significantly less
Stalh content.”


Nadezhda glowered at her. “Anyway — Zhukova,
don’t forget that I coined the term for your concepts! Arsenal of socialism.
Brands and aesthetics are very important.”


Zhukova rolled her eyes. “Indeed, Premier.”


“So, we must make plans. We must support Ayvarta more strongly! We need
influence with them. They must see us as valuable! Speaking of all this —
Zhukova!”


Zhukova smiled and stuck her chest out. “Yes, Premier?”


“How goes our search for a new Marshal? Have you any ideas?” Nadezhda
said.


Zhukova deflated immediately. “I am still searching, Premier.”
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Dropping in at the little
inn, Zhukova picked up her biscuit and honey and ate it on the way to the
STAVKA building. As instructed, she went directly to Stalh’s desk instead of
checking in at her own office and waiting to be summoned. Zhukova did not know
exactly what the C.C. wanted with her, but she had an inkling of what it would
be.


After all, the situation
had changed and changed since the horrors of the 18th and 19th.


It had been 28 days since
the Nochtish invasion of Ayvarta, and 3 days since the Ayvartan cargo ships Akkoro and Kamuy delivered
a routine drop of 18,000 tons of food aid. That was about the end of the
routine elements. Akkoro and Kamuy had arrived in Svechtha flanked by two Megalodon class heavy submarines, a pair
of destroyers, and some corvettes. They had suffered no injury, but
everyone expected as the war went on this would not be the case. Nevertheless,
the small folk were overjoyed to see them.


When asked whether the next
month’s food drops would be made, the Ayvartans answered in the
affirmative, but could not vouch for the tonnage being as high.


As such there was a sense
of jubilation in Svechtha that was tempered with the knowledge that they could
not let things continue as they were. Despite the Ayvartan food drop, they
would continue rationing. All food aid would be used as a buffer to support
strict but fair rationing. They had to prepare for the eventuality that Ayvarta
might start to deliver 3000 tons of food in one month instead of 20,000 or
30,000.


It behooved the Svechthans
to be prepared; and to make themselves valuable allies.


Nadezhda’s office befit the
mood. She had pinned up maps of Ayvarta, tracking the progress of the Nochtish
invasion, and had put a picture of Daksha Kansal on her desk with a red ribbon
around it as a strange token of solidarity. Daksha was not even the leader of
Ayvarta; but Nadezhda had it in mind that she should be, and had her foreign
office talking her up left and right ever since the speech
Kansal delivered on the 45th.


The Premier herself, was
all decked out in military uniform. At her side, Voroshilova had on a beret
with a flower on it, and a fuzzy scarf decorated with the Ayvartan hydra, along
with her usual marshal’s uniform with its blue tunic and pants and its ice-blue
accents.


Zhukova was
dressed much the same, minus the Ayvartan-themed accouterments.


“I am at your disposal,
Premier.” She said, hands behind her back.


“Good! I like it when people
are.” Nadezhda said. “Zhukova, I have two important things to say to you today.
One relates to the other, but only one is specifically about you.”


Zhukova raised an eyebrow.


“Well, I am, um, at your
disposal, Premier.” She said awkwardly.


Nadezhda blinked. “Yes, I
heard that. Anyway. I have been paying careful attention to your development
since Orchun, Zhukova. I knew you only vaguely before then, and that was a
mistake on my part. Clearly, you are an excellent mind, unparalleled even!”


Now it was Zhukova’s turn
to blink. She had come in today with a mind to argue for her promotion to
Marshal, but it seemed as though she might not have to. Tempering her
enthusiasm, to keep it hidden from the Premier, Zhukova allowed herself a small
smile.


“Thank you, comrade Stalh.
I am humbled by your praise.”


“Good, good! I like humble.
Now, Zhukova, the next thing: do you like boats?”


It took a herculean effort
not to openly groan in front of the Premier, and Zhukova could not entirely
contain all of her disappointment and the salty feeling in her mouth that
resulted. Clearly she was not being promoted to Marshal. Clearly this was something
far worse.


“No.” Zhukova said in
response to the question, just to be cheeky.


Nadezhda frowned. “Well,
too bad for you, because you’re spending a week or two in one. I’m putting you
in combat command of the forces we have on the Ayvartan Front. Only you
possess the vision necessary to carry out our will on the continent.”


Zhukova’s eye twitched ever
so slightly, and she felt her hands shaking at her sides.


“Voroshilova here will
serve as Front headquarters command.” Nadezhda added.


Voroshilova responded with
a gentle gasp, and raised a hand to cover her lips.


“I’ve never seen Ayvarta
before.” Voroshilova cooed.


“You’ll like it, it has a
good climate.” Nadezhda replied cheerfully.


Zhukova wanted to sink into
the earth.


It seemed the Gloom was
never done with its bad news.
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Guns sounded
from the treeline, and flashes pierced the gloom cast by the wood.


From the edge
of the forest sailed dozens of shells that soared over the open fields and
crashed all along the defensive line. Huddled against the earthworks, infantry
of the 3rd Rhino Rifle Division cringed back as columns of earth and shattered
wood and splintered stone went up into the air in front of their faces. They
hid farther back in their trenches, the defenses stacked three deep, each
several dozen meters long in an arrowhead shape.


Several
minutes and seemingly a hundred shells later, the tanks began to advance from
the forest. M4 Sentinel medium tanks led the charge, over two dozen of them,
followed by small concentrations of lighter M5 Rangers and a scant few M3
Hunter assault guns with their distinctive hull-mounted cannons. They rolled
over the broad green prairie like a storm of steel, rushing the defenses at
full steam. Machine guns blared from the front hulls of the M4s and M5s, fired
by the assistant drivers, and every few seconds one or more or the tanks fired
a cannon volley, putting shells closer and closer into the interior trenches.
Creeping and creeping, the tanks and their ordnance broke the defenders.


Unable to suffer
the advance of the enemy, the men in the trenches scrambled out of their
positions. As they ran the machine guns never ceased firing, and many were cut
down where they stood. Anti-tank guns lay abandoned behind the trenches, having
never attempted to fire a shot -- the old short-barreled 45mm gun was too
ineffective beyond 500 meters to matter in this engagement. Well before the
first tracks hit the trench walls, the defenses were deserted, and there lay
corpses everywhere, hidden beneath the yellow and red flowers and the
dew-licked green grasses that stretched behind the trench line.


A kilometer
removed from this carnage, the second defensive line began to break from the
sights captured in their binoculars and scopes. Men and women dropped their
rifles and tore their uniforms and fled into the woods and hills. Without their
commanding officer around to shout at them or shoot them discipline was
breaking. Aside from being a kilometer farther than the first line, the second
line was not much different. Three columns of trenches, each quite long and
deep, fortified with wooden logs and sandbags and rocks and whatever could be
sourced in a pinch. Dilapidated old anti-tank guns provided meager support for
the defense. Once more, not a shot was fired by them.


Several
hundred meters away from this scene, Cadao Chakma did not
even attempt to rally the defenders of the second line. Doing such a thing
would have compromised her plan, wasted her time, irreparably
damaged the winning solution that she had drafted.


As much as she
desired to save the infantry, doing so was not her job, for she was not an
officer, and in fact should not even have been a combatant. These were
desperate times, for a chief warrant officer to be fighting out her own plans.
From a wooded hill halfway between the lines and offset farther south, cleverly
concealed with netting and fake bush, she watched the lines break and the tanks
begin to cross the flower field between the two sets of earthworks. It was on
this soft ground that she desired her enemy, and she waited.


It was painful
to watch the infantry struggle so much, but she had found the winning solution.
Cadao was a solver of problems and she had solved this problem in this way. She
hated herself for it, and she felt her heart hurt, but this was the only way,
she knew.


All she could
do was watch and to pray that her solution was truly the winning one.


"On my
signal, all guns will fire until ammunition is exhausted, or the enemy
retreats."


In response,
every crew started to load explosive shells and to stack replacements.


There was no
need for detailed instructions. Her crews were not trained enough to perform
any complicated fire orders. Everything they were going to shoot was pre-sited
and pre-calculated. All they had to do was load the "150's" as they
called them, and pull to shoot.


Cadao raised
her binoculars to her eyes and followed the tanks on their journey to the
second defensive line, which was growing more barren of troops by the passing
second.


It happened
quickly; a plume of smoke rose suddenly somewhere within the tank formations,
burning under a few flowers, its origin point
invisible amid the moving mass of armor. One tank, an inconsequential M5
Ranger, stalled. Around it, every other tank continued a dauntless advance.
Another tank stopped. Its front sank into the ground. And a third, a valuable
M4 this time, stopped abruptly, its hatch thrown open by fire.


One by one the
tanks started to stall. Some hit pre-dug pits, others drove too close to the
ponds and mud puddles caused by the Dbagdo rain and hidden under the prairie
flora, and became mired. Still more struck mines, causing them to de-track.
Roughly a quarter of the fifty or sixty tanks in motion became trapped, and
caused problems for the bulk of the formation that followed behind them. They
slowed and turned in place and started to inch around the stalled tanks, trying
to negotiate the obstacle presented by their trapped comrades as well as
avoiding the traps that immobilized them in the first place.


As the ranks
of the panzer battalion became disorganized, Cadao raised her fist to signal.


Her own
treeline lit up as brilliantly as the opposing treeline had before.


Dozens of
152mm shells hurtled out from the wooded hill and directly into the
prairie.


Where they
struck the earth, great geysers of mud and upturned flowers and chewed-up turf
went flying into the air. After the first few volleys the artillery crews
scored their first grazes on moving and immobilized tanks. Detonations within a
meter or two of a tank caused the tracks of the medium tanks to scatter in
every direction, and the sides to collapse inward from the explosive pressure.
Light tanks failed to survive even the lightest grazes, and any shell that
struck anywhere near them left hundreds of shrapnel
holes in their thin armor, and set the engines ablaze, and caused hatches to
collapse inward.


There were few
direct hits, but each was remarkably brutal. An M4, stricken directly in the
neck of its turret, was beheaded, and gunner, loader and commander were sent
flying in pieces along with their gun and equipment, leaving behind a hull akin
to a squashed can. M5 Lights practically disintegrated when struck, their side
walls and half the turrets and chunks of the engine compartment disappearing entirely,
leaving behind gaping wounds that billowed thick black smoke and tongues of red
fire and no sign of survivors within.


Nobody was
counting the volleys, nobody was counting the kills. Cadao watched in silence
as barrage after barrage went out. On the wooded hill the crews
did nothing but load and shoot as fast as possible, collectively
launching hundreds of shells for every minute passed. Maybe a dozen minutes and
a thousand shells later the supply was utterly cooked off, hundreds of crates
emptied and discarded behind her, and the beautiful prairie was reduced to
a cratered hellscape, not a meter of grass or a single flower left amid
the sea of craters, amid the chewed-up ground and dozens of burning, mutilated
metal coffins.


Not a single
tank would make it to the second defensive line. All of the lead formation was
crippled or destroyed; Cadao took a moment to finally count, and found 24 tanks
of various types destroyed. She spotted at least thirty more tanks,
most in states of injury, others perfectly intact, all turning and
speeding back over the first trench and into the forest.


She sighed
deeply. Despite the loss of her C.O., the cowardice and ill preparedness of the
infantry, and the inexperience of her own artillery, she had somehow turned
back an overwhelming assault. She had perhaps bought the rear echelon of
Battlegroup Rhino a day or two worth of respite to reorganize the line and plug
the gap here. Whether they could manage to do so was another matter. Dbagbo was
slowly but surely falling.


After sighing,
letting out all the bad air, she smiled, not for herself, but for the others.


"Good
job! Abandon the guns and let us run east to the HQ. If we are lucky, we may be
able to return at night and hitch these guns back with some trucks or horses. Move
out!"


Cadao was no
leader, she thought. She was just someone who liked to come up with solutions,
almost like a hobby, at first. But now everyone seemed to defer to her,
and to give her the opportunity to solve the problems she saw. And so without
question, without the honor of marking their barrels or even celebrating this
victory, the artillery crews abandoned their guns, taking only food and water,
and followed her out to the field.


Seeing the
state of her troops, Cadao wondered whether any amount of planning could turn
around the battered wills of her people -- and her own flagging hope as
well.


Watching the
remnants of the infantry flee, she thought that perhaps her people were too
gentle now for this war. Perhaps they could not cope anymore with carnage,
after peace.
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After being relieved of duty for
abandoning her artillery post, and being confined to camp in the far rear
echelon, Cadao thought she would at least have some peace and privacy and time
for herself in a state of "tent arrest." However, one odd morning,
the military police practically fled from around her tent, and were soon
replaced by one surprising guest.


"Chief Warrant Officer Cadao
Chakma, your presence is requested at the motor pool."


Cadao was startled by the messenger
suddenly barging into her tent. She was quite a mess; jotting down imaginary
mobilization plans for the nation on a little notebook, her honey-brown skin
was slick with sweat, and she was dressed in little more than an
immodest tanktop and short pants. Her hair was disheveled. She had zipped up
her tent, to prevent just such an intrusion, but the intruder had simply ripped
it open to deliver the missive.


"Don't just barge in!"


She threw her standard issue booklet
of socialist wisdom at the messenger's face, and found the stoic-faced most
unconcerned by the attack. After being struck between the eyes, hardly even
flinching, the messenger backed away, and waited outside instead. Judging by
her behavior, she must have been with the KVW. Cadao blinked, and scrambled to
dress herself, finding pieces of her uniform here and there, tying her hair
into a ponytail, and gathering up her notes and proposals into a satchel to
take with her.


Once ready, she stepped outside the
tent, and nervously saluted the messenger.


"No hard feelings."
responded the messenger.


Cadao sighed. At least she was being
let out of her tent now.


The messenger led her from her prison
tent, which was large and cozy and strung up under a decorative tree planted
just off the Gulguru train station platform, and onto the platform itself, and
past several rows of track to a train that was recently arrived amid the hustle
and bustle of the unannounced but practically unavoidable evacuation from
Dbagbo.


Cadao certainly had no knowledge of
its presence prior to seeing it there, but then again, she had little special
knowledge of who came and went since her punishment. The train was armored, and
heavily armed, but it dragged behind itself one car that was red and gilded and
fancifully decorated, the kind of car that once upon a time brought
holiday-makers on a tour through the wonders of Ayvarta. It was to this car
that she was led.


Inside the train car, there was
practically a tea party set up. On a table with a frilly cloth and rose-pattern
embroidery, lay a set of a porcelain tea cups and plates. There were cakes,
halva, and what smelled like fresh coffee, and black tea, and funky yak's milk.
Sugary syrup and honey were plentiful. Behind this table, a woman poured
herself a cup, and with a hand gesture invited Cadao to sit down and partake of
the sweet little spread.


Behind Cadao, the messenger left the
car, and walked around the side of the train.


"Hujambo! I am Commissar-General
Halani Kuracha. Please sit!"


She gestured once more for Cadao to
sit, and so, Cadao sat.


When she heard the word 'Commissar'
Cadao always thought of a taciturn older man, but before her there was
a young, slender woman, brown-skinned, black-haired, with gentle features.
Her hair was arranged in a cutesy, charmingly messy pair of twin tails. Her
most striking feature was her eyes, each a different color behind a pair of
round spectacles. As she busied herself stirring honey into a cup of coffee and
yak's milk, Cadao stared.


"I am stricken by your
expression; you have lovely eyes, C.W.O." Kuracha said.


Cadao, alarmed, sat up straighter,
feeling a jolt along her back.


"I suppose so! They're my
mother's eyes." She said nervously.


Kuracha tapped her spoon on her cup,
dripping off coffee from it.


She pointed the instrument at Cadao
with a foxy grin on her face.


"Such a beautiful combination of
features. If I could hazard a guess, Kitanese?"


Cadao averted her eyes momentarily,
rubbing one hand on the opposite forearm.


"Um, well, I consider myself--
just Ayvartan." Cadao replied, suddenly self-conscious.


"Oh, I know. But you understand
where I'm coming from, right? Certainly your blood runs many colors, it must
have, to have assembled such a pleasant tapestry of features."


Cadao blinked and shivered. Was she
being flirted with? Was this flirting?


Kuracha had certainly developed an
almost lascivious grin. It could be flirting.


Still, Cadao did not have to indulge
it, if it was. "My mother was Kitanese. I'm Ayvartan."


She said this in a voice that was low
and reserved, and Kuracha took notice.


"Ah, comrade, you needn't
continue to assert such things. I do not come at this from a position of
prejudice. I myself come from the stock of a north solstice desert tribe,
the Budii. My people were barbarian raiders in antiquity. Now they farm along
the Marduk."


She waved her hands as if to blow away
the anxiety in the air.


"There a lot of those tribes,
aren't there?" Cadao said, trying to make conversation.


She had never seen a tribeswoman quite
like Kuracha. But then again there were few Kitanese that looked quite like
Cadao did. Circumstances easily overcame one's blood.


"Hundreds. Some are still out
there, living their lives the ancient way." Kuracha said.


"I see."


"It's a harsh life. I prefer the
gentle glow of civilization." Kuracha replied.


Cadao would not ask whether she
thought the use of the word civilization implied her people's ways to be
savagery or barbarism still. She was not good at conversations or
interrogations and she was starting to buckle under Kuracha's
boisterous presence. Whatever Kuracha's ideas on cultures and ethnicities,
it did not matter right then.


"Um, for what reason was I
summoned, Commissar." Cadao asked.


"Punctual! I like that."
Kuracha said, pointing an index finger at her like a gun.


Cadao started to sweat again. Was this
how people flirted? She just did not know!


Kuracha looked her in the eyes, and
her voice took on a less casual tone. "I was dispatched here to
quickly retrieve you; your presence is wanted in Solstice, as part of a
potential new military high command, likely to be approved soon by the Council
and the KVW."


"My presence?" Cadao
blinked. "Military High Command?" Her mind started to spiral away,
and her heart rushed. She found it hard to process anything. "How?
What?"


"Cadao Chakma. You submitted a
thesis to officer school for a potential mobilization plan in case of a
southern invasion, four years ago." Kuracha calmly explained, taking a sip
of her coffee between sentences. "Your proposal was rejected and you were
barred entry. It was completely politically motivated -- you arrived,
unfortunately, in time for demilitarization to enter the lexicon. But Solstice
recognizes your worth now."


Her worth. She felt her heart swell and her
eyes drew wide open.


It was as if a bright light had
exploded in the darkened recesses of her mind.


Something warm and satisfying and
powerful welled up within her.


They had read her plans, seen the
work of her imagination.


And they thought she was right enough
to support. She felt herself glowing.


"All of that is true," Cadao
began, her speech excited, quick, "but that plan was for a potential war
against a resurgent Mamlakha and Cissea, not against the Nocht Federation! To
draft an effective mobilization plan I would need new data, both on us and on
them."


Kuracha grinned. "Excitable now,
are we?"


Cadao caught herself, and drew back
into her own shell once more.


Kuracha laughed. "You can have
anything you want."


She gestured behind herself and
clapped her hands.


Behind her a door opened, and the next
car over had one its rear door pulled open too.


Inside Cadao saw a veritable library.


"Are those--?"


"Copies of records from the
Solstice archive."


Cadao was speechless. It was wall to
wall in that massive train car.


"I should get to work." She
said, still stunned by this turn of events.


Kuracha clapped her hands cheerfully.
"You should."
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Council had fallen bloodlessly, and
Daksha Kansal was elevated to Premier.


After a short confrontation, Cadao
managed to hold her own against the Premier well enough to receive her post,
and she quickly set about to work. Her people, her gentle, peace-loving
Ayvartan people, her farmers, her factory workers; she had, as was her custom,
identified their problem, and come up with a solution. It was a dire solution.


Under Kansal, Cadao Chakma was
now the civilian head of the armed forces. Battle plans were not her
responsibility; as she sat, in a small restaurant just off Solstice's south
gate, her head swam with production numbers, potential efficiencies,
procurements, R&D, and other engineering and logistical topics. The Wall
outside dwarfed everything around it ten times over, and the gate, too, was
massive, and very visible even inside the restaurant, even in an aisle seat.
Despite this, she paid it little attention. She had become accustomed to the
wall and no longer marveled at it. It was big. There were bigger edifices in
the world.


Her people, this war, and the
structure of communism.


Those were far bigger than the Walls.


She had turned over these problems and
her own solutions in her head, over and over.


Always she attacked her own answers.
She had to be completely certain.


There was too much now riding on her
decisions.


She thought she would be ready for her
new position. But it was one thing to solve small problems. From the heights
she had attained, she saw a world an infinitude larger than before, and she was
overwhelmed by the magnitude of the problem before her.


And she was overwhelmed by the
magnitude of the solutions.


Everything hung in the balance.


Not only flesh and blood, but now the
soul, too.


"Hujambo, here's your
lentils."


"Thank you."


A gentle serving girl with frizzy hair
beneath a scarf laid down a bowl of lentils and a spread of flatbreads, and
accompaniments like mint yogurt and mango-chili puree. Cadao poured the
mango-chili mix into the lentil soup and mixed it up. She did this almost
absentmindedly, while looking over a thick folder of documents she had
prepared.


"Um, excuse me. You're with the
army, right?"


At her side, the service girl looked
at her with meek eyes.


Cadao was in uniform and clearly
looking at military-stamped documents.


But she was gentle; she was a part of
a gentle people and she was gentle herself.


"Indeed, I am." She said.
She smiled. "Is there anything I can do for you, comrade?"


"Yes. Um. I know this is silly
but. Have you heard or served with a lad my age, name of Kambaru Chafulu? He,"
she paused for a moment, "He means a lot to me, and I--"


"I'm afraid I haven't."
Cadao replied.


"Thank you. I am sorry to trouble
to you."


There were tears in the girl's eyes as
she bowed down, and turned swiftly away.


A soft and soft-hearted girl, victim
of this war.


There would be more if her answers
were not the correct ones.


Cadao sighed deeply.


She returned to work, reading over the
same lines, doing the math in her head.


Over and over and over, attacking
every line from every angle.


There was a war in her head, and it
was this war, and it was its own.


Should those two meet, there would be
great success.


And if she could not force them
together, reality would crush her gentle people.


"Hujambo."


It was a deeper voice this time. Cadao
looked up.


Appearing at the side of the table was
Premier Daksha Kansal. Tall, serious in expression, almost regal, with mixed
black and grey hair in a big bun, dark skin and eyes, and a face that was only
mildly weathered by age and suffering. She looked mature, but perhaps not
entirely her own age. Her uniform was unchanged since becoming Premier. She
wore the KVW black, red and gold, without visible honors. Her demeanor,
attitude, the way she held her head high and her gaze hard, made it obvious
that she was a person of authority.


She was a vibrant character who gave
off a fiery aura.


Cadao, at first, buckled completely in
her presence. Now, she felt more uncomfortable with her own thoughts than with
anything Daksha Kansal could say or do.


"Have a seat, comrade
Premier." Cadao said.


Kansal nodded, and sat opposite her.


Soon, the girl appeared again, her
eyes and cheeks clearly marked with dried tears.


"What will you have,
comrade?" She asked.


"Hello, Yanna." Kansal said.


She waved gently. Opposite her, the
girl stared for a moment and then gasped.


"You're the one who helped get me
to a doctor, weren't you?" Yanna said.


Cadao looked between Daksha and the
girl with a quizzical expression.


"I only made a few phone
calls." Kansal said.


Yanna bowed deeply.


"I apologize ma'am. My brother
should not have asked such a thing of you."


"He was a child concerned for his
family. We should all be so caring toward each other."


"Thank you ma'am."


"Don't thank me. Thank the doctor
for your speedy recovery. I will have what Cadao had."


Yanna bowed again, and skipped and
hopped away to the kitchen, giggling.


How quickly the whims of her people
turned! Cadao thought, they were truly soft souls.


It hurt her heart, how kind everyone
was.


"So, talk to me about this plan
of yours." Kansal said.


"That was why you chose this
restaurant?" Cadao asked, smiling.


"No, I just like the food. Tell
me about your plan, Cadao."


Cadao sighed, losing her energy
instantly. She had thought it over and over again.


No matter how many times she played
out the moves in the chessboard of her mind, no matter what data she read or
what facts she tried to plug into the formula for a different result, all she
could come up with was the dire series of orders written in the terrible little
folder she had laid on the table. She spread it open, and pushed it toward the
Premier.


She had sealed the fate of Ayvarta
with that move, she thought.


For better or for worse. She didn't
know. Perhaps both. She couldn't know!


That was the solution and she was
committing to it even though it hurt.


That was her custom.


"Premier, to accompany the
mobilization plan of troops, it is absolutely necessary we mobilize the
civilian sector as well, to the fullest capacity. Right now, we can easily
raise 500,000 troops to defend Solstice by the Hazel's Frost, and one million
by early next year. But they will all be equipped with the subpar old weapons
of the demilitarization regime."


"So this is a procurement
plan?" Kansal said.


"No. It is something
bigger."


"An ambitious procurement
plan?"


"It is a change in our very way
of life."


Kansal raised an eyebrow.


"All I'm seeing in this document
are R&D profiles of weapons I already know about, and a lot of mathematics
that it is too early, and that I am too hungry, to parse. Please explain."


Cadao nodded. She took in a deep
breath and prepared to deliver the dire news.


"That project is called War Plan
'V'; it is the fifth War Plan ever drafted by the Socialist Dominances of
Solstice, and coincidentally, that five can easily stand for Victory. To
achieve victory, I have created a plan that assumes the unconquered half of
Ayvarta, with Solstice and its five remaining Dominances of Chunar, Govam,
Ayanta, Jomba and Karnata, will operate at a hundred percent of its capacity.
Everyone who can work, will work. Every factory, every input, very asset, will
produce, for the war. Just for the war."


Kansal blinked. Whether or not she
understood the implications immediately, was unclear. Yanna came by with her
food, and set it down on the table, and for a moment there were pleasantries
exchanged that interrupted the discussion. Kansal took a few bites, drank some
cold, spiced milk, and then turned her gaze back to Cadao again.


"Just for the war?"


"Just for the war."


"You realize you are in a
communist country?"


"To each according to their
ability, to each according to their need."


"Right. You know that, so--"


"Right now, we have a great need
of things for a war, ma'am."


Cadao was straining to continue this
discussion. It weighed so heavily on her.


She was like a villain; truly, she
must have been. She must have been the villain.


Kansal seemed a touch irritated by
everything.


"We are already producing at a
high capacity. And industry from the south is being evacuated to Chunar and
will be running again in a few months." Kansal said.


Cadao sighed. "Ma'am, if I told
you I could turn a toy factory into a gun factory what would you say? Would you
really say that the toy factory producing toys, is being efficient here?"


Kansal narrowed her eyes. "I'd
wonder what your opinion of our children is."


It hurt to hear that, truly. It hurt
to hear it said in that way. It really cast Cadao as a villain.


She took a deep breath and prepared to
lean into villainhood fully.


Cadao shook her head. "If I turn
every toy factory into a gun factory in just Solstice, I can equip a Division
with Rifles and Grenades every week, and with enough ammunition to fight for a
month, at the cost of a few unhappy kids who can learn to play pretend."


Kansal hesitated to speak again. That
was the kind of math that she truly understood.


"What else are you
thinking?" Kansal asked. "What else is in War Plan V?"


Her heart was buckling, and her speech
started to stir a bit. Cadao spoke quickly.


"Textile factories can make
uniforms for infantry, bodysuits for tankers, camouflage nets, ammunition
sacks, straps of various kinds that we need; tractor factories can make tanks,
including the Hobgoblin. Automobile clubs can be pressed into patriotic service
in making and repairing combat craft, including Aircraft like the Garuda II, which
we sorely need. Women and men and children can construct earthworks and man air
defenses. We could double the Solstice Air Defense Network, and have round the
clock gun shifts, in a week."


"And when the first teenage girl
you allowed behind a gun is blown up by a bomber?"


Cadao almost wanted to weep hearing
that. Her composure was starting to shake, but she held herself together as
best as she could, shaking, and a little weeping, and yet firm.


"We'll be secure in the knowledge
that we have reserves." Cadao replied.


She hated herself so much; she hated
herself for having said that. Hated!


Even Kansal seemed shocked by Cadao's
response.


There was no more holding it back.
Cadao was starting to break.


War Plan "V" was the
solution and she had to have it approved.


"Ma'am, I understand what I am
saying and proposing. The Socialist Dominances of Solstice was founded and
built upon the promise that the state serves and protects its people and takes
care of their needs first. To fully embroil them in this war, to use them in
this way as a resource, to totalize this war into their everyday lives, is to
break the great Ayvartan peace that we were enjoying, to break that gentleness
we so valued. But ma'am, the state needs the people's help. We cannot fight the
Federation's forces alone."


Cadao broke out into tears over her
own words. She felt she was becoming a monster.


But there was a problem, and she had
the solution. She had the horrible solution and she could not let it go because
that was her nature. She had won over this problem now and she had to declare
it. No matter what was destroyed in the process. This was the only way.


"Right now we are producing 300
Hobgoblin tanks a month. I can make 1000 in a week, if I can have men and women
currently painting sports cars for a dwindling export market, or building
surplus wheelchairs, or putting together children's bicycles; if I can have
those people building tanks every day, on a fair schedule, for fair
compensation. I can do that."


"So," Cadao's voice started
to crack. "So, ma'am, we may cause harm to Ayvarta. But we may save it
too. Do you desire to save Ayvarta, even if it is not the exact same
after?"


It was perhaps the polar opposite of
demilitarization. Everyone had prayed and hoped for a society that could be at
peace with the world and free of war. Cadao was proposing to make a society
that was steeped in war, and functioned only to prosecute it at its most total,
most consuming and brutal, in order to survive. What kind of Ayvarta could
survive such a thing, she did not know. That was not the problem right now. She
had the solution for the problem that they had. 1000 Hobgoblins a month in two
months; after that, tens of thousands if the southern industry could come
online in Chunar fast enough. Similar numbers of Garudas and Wyverns in the
skies. Qote class aircraft carriers and Megalodon submarines. Millions of
Salamander rockets. Untold billions of rifles and grenades.


And, ultimately, an army of several
million, whole populations living to fight.


And even greater still a civilian army
of billions who lived to support that fight.


Cadao's horrible, inescapable,
haunting vision of total war for the survival of Ayvarta.


"I will think about it."
Kansal said.


Her expression betrayed nothing of
what she could be thinking.


She stood, saluted Cadao, and left the
scene, stone-faced.


With her superior gone, Cadao finally
allowed herself to break down completely.


She screamed, and thrashed, and cried,
and nobody around her understood why.


People came up to her and tried to
console her. Yanna told her everything would be fine.


All of those gentle souls, who might,
in a year, or in two years, see that gentleness gone.


It made Cadao weep and scream all the
more. She did not deserve that kindness.
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Cadao Chakma
appeared before Daksha Kansal one cold evening in Solstice.


She had spent
the past few days on forced leave, to recuperate from "an illness."


It was cold
and getting colder, so she had some kind of excuse. Shifting weather.


That the
desert was starting to become so unbearably cold at night meant winter was
here.


Weather wasn't
it however; weather did not bother her.


Not the
physical weather. It was more the philosophical weather bothering her.


There was a
storm in her heart, pouring rain in her mind.


To think,
Kansal had put so much trust in her, and she was already buckling.


What a joke;
for a monster, she was very weak.


"Cadao,"


She did not
sit. She was not invited to sit, nor would she.


Cadao knew why
she was there.


Under her
arms, she had brought it. That hated thing, that fateful thing.


Kansal
stretched out a hand and beckoned.


"Give it
to me. I have decided to disseminate this." She said.


Cadao nodded
grimly. Her eyes almost welled up in tears again.


"Are you
afraid, Cadao?"


"Yes."


Cadao was
deathly afraid. Of what she was doing, of the role she would play in it.


"Can you
continue your work even so?"


"I can. I
have medications."


Kansal nodded.
She pushed back her chair.


"Cadao, I
believe that the goodness of the Ayvartan people can survive anything. It
blossomed even under the brutality of the Empire. We are not perverting
it."


Kansal stood,
and she approached Cadao, in time for the young officer to break down.


Her knees grew
weak, and she sank into Kansal's breast.


Kansal took
her in her arms and gave her a strong, reassuring embrace.


"We are
saving it, Cadao, you are saving it. That you're crying right now about all of
this, despite being such a genius, with such a strong will to set this into
motion. You are not excluded from the beauty and nobility of the Ayvartan
people. You are the noblest of us."


Cadao could
hardly think anymore.


From under her
arms, War Plan "V" spilled into the floor.


She cried and
shouted terribly into Kansal's chest.


This was an
evil thing, it was not a good thing, not a communist thing.


It could not
be anything but evil and she was doing it. She was the architect.


"Cadao,
if it turns out that what we're doing is evil and monstrous, I will be the
monster. History will judge me, and never you. I will protect you. I
promise." Kansal said.


Cadao withdrew
from Kansal and looked her in the eyes, shaking.


"Ma'am--"


Kansal smiled
a motherly smile and looked her in the eyes too.


"I will
be the monster. Never you."


Moved by this
display, Cadao cried once again, the loudest she ever had.










 


1st
of the Hazel's Frost, 2030 D.C.E.


War
Plan "V" is approved. 


Beginning
of War Communism and Ayvartan Total War.
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