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68. Storm The Castle

	48th of the Lilac's Bloom, 2031 D.C.E

	Ayvarta, Solstice -- South Wall Defensive Line

	 

	Around the city of Solstice the Red Desert rolled into hills and valleys. It rose, and it fell, and patterns formed on its surface like ocean waves captured solid, an endless sea of windswept rust-colored dust parched by a brutal heat. Stones set on the ground in ancient times traced paths through the desert to the oasis that is Solstice, but these paths came and went with the winds, and with the shape and stature of the surrounding dunes.

	Since the beginning of the war, the unkempt paths had all but disappeared into sand.

	One of those vanished roads once led to the southern wall of Solstice, said to be the only one "touching ground." On the famous eastern road the massive stone bridge of the Conqueror's Way parted Solstice from the rest of the land, the Qural river flowing from the north and down underneath the massive fortification; to the west, sheer cliffs, wide pits and broad gorges, which had been filled with water artificially, blocked the city access.

	And so, it was along the fated south, that the first grey shirts and the first black jackboots, climbed the sandy hills to stare face to face, for the first time, at the vast walls of the city.

	Upon spying the wall for the first time, the men, already enervated by the stinging, relentless heat, grew quieter, and their muscles tensed, their whole bodies frozen still. Eyes drew wide at the distant sight of the ancient stone wall, dozens of meters tall. It was tall enough to keep the giants of nochtish legend out of the socialist's streets. It was like staring at a cliff from far off, an obstacle one knew to be in one's own future; it was the polished, brown stone face of a mountain that set itself on an adventurer's weary trail.

	Those who trudged up the hill without hope, simply collapsed at the peak, dead in spirit if not already dead. They had come for little reason or no reason at all, and nothing could drive them further. Months of campaigning in the desert had all but killed them, in spirit if not flesh. Those who had come to fight, loaded their weapons. Masses of men, broken up by tanks, backed up by the small, quick cars upon which their offices rode on, crested the hill, and assembled atop the sand. There were no horses. All of the horses were dead.

	Some men were allowed to ride on the backs of the light tanks driving up to the wall. Many were old model light "Ranger" tanks, worn and pitted with bullets and discolored in places where old worn-out plate had been replaced with new armor. Even the most veteran of these tanks was obsolete now. It was a motley assemblage. On these tanks, men could ride atop the enclosed turret and in the back, over the engine, if they could stand the heat.

	Many among the fighting men griped about the lack of sturdy, powerful M4 tanks in this crucial juncture. They suspected shortages, but did not suspect the nature of their mission.

	Their true purpose was cleverly concealed by a few pieces of less expendable technology.

	Among the old warhorses there were scattered signs of Nocht's ruthless wartime evolution, enough to improve the general morale and to make the charge seem a little less doomed. These new tanks, moving at a faster clip, and with open-topped turrets boasting powerful 76mm guns inspired by the new Ayvartan tanks, were new model M3A3 R-K Hunter light tank destroyers, replacing the old, flawed Hunter artillery tanks.

	Those men who got to ride on the "Rick Hunters" got a breezy journey to the starting line.

	Trucks pulled artillery into place, engineers dug earthworks for the camps. Crucial water was stockpiled air-tight and under tarps. A village of tents rose to support the battle.

	However, everyone's eyes were taken by the gallantry of the front line.

	Atop the hill, Nocht's combat power arranged itself into neat, preplanned ranks.

	Slowest first, fastest last, and in staggered waves down to the platoon level.

	Back at the camps, numerous tents housed radio control teams, staffed by young women as had become customary, who worked the wireless boxes, set up antennae, and delivered orders from nearly endless slate of officers down the chain of command. Firing off hundreds of calls, the radio girls kept everyone on time, in place and organized, and kept their commanders appraised of the situation moment to moment. Everyone spoke in prepared codes on the radio, but officers in the tents allowed themselves to be candid.

	"Bring forward the C-10 teams! We're breaching that fucking wall!"

	Thousands of men, hundreds of vehicles, assembled across a several-kilometer swath of desert, and faced the wall. Within fifteen minutes, not even enough time for the vast, long, multi-headed shadow they cast upon the sand to shift a degree, the command was shouted, and there was a convulsion along the body of this great beast, and it shrugged.

	The 365th Infantry Division along with elements of the 25th Panzer Division would be the historic vanguard, the honored heroes who would initiate the 1st Wall Attack Operation.

	First into the fray was the 3rd Battalion of the 365th's 18th Regiment. One thousand men almost to the head broke off from the body of the Division and began to move across the ten kilometers of flat distance between the crowded divisional area and Solstice. It was a charge of the modern day, not a sprint of a hundred meters from speartip to speartip, but a tactical march against a fortification on a strict timetable. Some men ran as if they could cross the desert flats and fight within the minute, and those men fell ten minutes later.

	Those marching steady kept weary eyes forward, on the walls that came closer and closer.

	Across the desert the cry resounded, unchallenged by the silent stone: Vorwarts!

	Accompanying the cry and the charge were the sound of loud, intermittent blasts behind them. It was not enough to startle anyone; they all knew the plan. They had to. Over the heads of the men, artillery guns fired heavy shells that crossed the distance to the city in moments, and they struck the stone walls like iron fists. These were the first blows of the war directly at the walls of Solstice. Chunks of stone went flying, and smoke and dust blew up in front of the wall and obscured the obstacle. Each shot sent a triumphant thrill through the mass. The 3rd Battalion picked up the pace. Within the hour they had cut the distance to half. Several tanks caught up quickly, and the Pionier engineering teams and their explosives started to make ready. In an hour more they would be in the city!

	Maybe in two or three, the war might be over! They could go home, triumphant!

	Owing to the wind and the dust, and the contribution of their own artillery fire to both, a yellow curtain fell over the march. There was a foul wind picking up that was scattering sand into the atmosphere, an effect known to the locals as the "khamsin." Within an atmosphere the color of parchment that howled and stung, the 3rd Battalion did not see the shells flying over their own head. They did not see the flashes atop the wall, nor the casings falling from on high. And when the blasts fell at their backs, those ahead believed it to be their own guns, and did not see the carnage that was creeping slowly back to front.

	When the dusts ahead began to settle, and their own artillery quieted, and the wall again came to view, the 3rd Battalion saw minimal damage inflicted on the stone. They paled as they saw something glinting in the scorching sunlight: reinforced plates behind a false layer of stone. All of that howitzer fire had done nothing; Solstice was still untouched.

	And then there was another flash, and another, these were no trick of the desert light.

	Guns started flashing from several openings on the stone. With the dust clear and the distance cut, it was possible to see a hint of gun barrels protruding over the top wall, belonging to heavy rampart guns. These impressive weapons launched massive 100+ millimeter shells along the length of the column, with one or two startling shots a minute.

	The carnage they wrought distracted the men from the guns in the wall itself.

	There was an instant of silence. The advancing infantry seemed not to realize their fate.

	Amid the khamsin a hail of gunfire met the 3rd Battalion. At first soundless in the wind, their red tracers masked by the haze, the machine gun fire was an invisible reaper that swept across platoons and companies and put to the ground dozens of men. They fell like they had fallen all along the trek through the desert, suddenly and mysteriously, as if the heat had finally dried out the last drop of their souls. They fell as they had fallen before and so they fell forgotten, and the 3rd Battalion marched on as it had learned to.

	Hidden within the soundless stone, inside the face and the columned corners and interred at the base of the wall, were machine guns, anti-tank cannons, mortar emplacements.

	When mortars and gun shells began to land, blasting skyward pillars of earth and gore, and the buzzing machine gun fire started to build enough to chop men to pieces as they stood, the urgency of the situation became horrifically apparent. It was then that the bullets became visible, and that death became less abstract. The disciplined mass of the 3rd Battalion split and scattered and charged the wall in haphazard patterns, and all across the carpet of flesh blossomed horrific circles of death where howitzer shells exploded.

	There was still some semblance of a plan. Guide the C-10 to the wall. The C-10, the 10th of the Wall-Breaking Potentials. Those men who ran with hope ran with that hope in hand.

	Around the teams of C-10 carrying engineers, the attacking troops rallied, and so the battalion coalesced into three distinct masses with gaggles of stray soldiers between.

	There was no louder sound in the desert than the Ayvartan guns. Even the panic in the invader's heads was quieter. Shells fell savagely around the advancing infantry. A near-miss would detonate in a hail of cruel metal fragments; if the concussive blast of a nearby explosion did not take an arm or a leg, a cloud of jagged metal knives would. Any group so unlucky as to have a shell land on them disappeared, a red mist and a red splash atop the ruddy-brown sand. It was as if the men were bubbles being popped by falling needles.

	Hundreds died immediately, and hundreds more followed, as the shells and the machine gun fire and the guns swept forward and back, forward and back, leaving a trail to the wall.

	Tanks, lagging behind the advance, were picked off by the large-caliber guns atop the walls. There were several M3s and few M4s, and none could withstand the concentrated fire of the wall guns. They moved implacably, an iron wall buckling at its supports, some tanks trying to swerve and zig-zag, others praying as their front armor took stray shots.

	It was too much. Single shots to the front plate outright destroyed the light tanks, and even the brand new M3s would falter, their open tops exposing their crews to shrapnel and flame. M4 tanks shot in the cheek, would diffuse the blast across their hulls and rattle mad every man inside it. Whether or not the armor survived, the machinery inside was doomed, shaken to pieces. Many tanks were abandoned, serving no function but cover. The Ayvartan fire was accurate and ferocious, and when the line of tanks stalled, it joined the other human detritus of the operation, a vast graveyard soiling the southern desert.

	But while the battle raged on, the landscape was shifting.

	Wind and war moved the sand and the earth, creating craters, mounds, features otherwise missing in the flat terrain between the Division and Solstice. While their heavy machinery and thick formations crumbled, individual men clung to life within the storm like dogs hurled into ocean water. Within one or two kilometers, a step away from their destination, the men of the 3rd Battalion could huddle in holes and against the shadowed parts of their ephemeral sandy hills and found a measure of safety. Machine gun fire was sailing above them, and shells striking safely behind them. They now had a foothold.

	"This is Storm-Two!"

	At the head of the bloody march, a captain from a C-10 team picked up a radio.

	"Repeat, this is Storm-Two! We've made it to the shadow of the wall!"

	"Acknowledged, Storm-Two," replied a dispassionate female voice. She was speaking in code, but the Captain knew her words immediately, having memorized the ciphers, and so in his mind he heard her speaking crisp Nochtish. "1st and 2nd Battalion will move forward soon to reinforce the approach. Ready to deploy the C-10 against the wall."

	"Division, I don't think we can advance in this condition. We've lost almost everything up here." the Captain grimly said, huddled behind a boulder unearthed by a fortunate wind. Around him were maybe a dozen engineers and riflemen, and the big packs of C-10 bombs.

	"Losses are within acceptable parameters," corrected the voice, "continue the attack."

	The Captain knew that as that radio went dead, another dozen of his men went dead too.

	Still, he turned to them, and he raised his hand and waved to the wall with conviction.

	"Huddle around the engineers! We're taking that C-10 to the fucking wall!" He shouted.

	There were stares of disbelief, even as the men's bodies slowly went to work.

	Back in the rear, the 1st and 2nd Battalions started to retrace the steps of the 3rd. Little had changed for them. In this battlefield even the veterans among them knew nothing. Without having seen the fire falling first-hand, without the intimate yet split-second knowledge of the good shell-holes, the blind spots, the good cover, these men were butchered the same as before. It was only Ayvartan reloading and refitting, which became more frequent as ammo cycled and barrels overheated, that allowed many to escape.

	Those at the front threw themselves at the wall. Escorting the C-10 explosive teams, stray platoons and even impromptu squadrons of survivors organized, shouted their last words, and charged with rifles up. Machine guns on the base of the wall opened fire, cutting dozens of them down in plain sight. For the last 1 kilometer dash of the fight, there was little cover, little sand, no boulders, no shell-holes. Just dry, packed dirt, a wall and death.

	"Run! Run! Run!"

	Storm-Two was reduced to near-incoherence the slobber from his visceral screams evaporating in the heat and the scorching wind of the khamsin. Ahead of him he saw the bullets, the screeching red tracers flying by him like fiery arrows, and each one could have been for him and each one wasn't. At his side one of his men took a bullet in the eye and collapsed. Another's helmet flew off his head from a dozen shots, and the thirteenth blew his nose apart. Storm-Two could barely register what was happening. He ran, and he ran, clutching the explosive pack, charging into the curtain of bullets, and not one hit him.

	With a final, guttural cry he stamped the pack against the stone of the wall, maneuvering himself so that he stood between two obvious firing ports built into the stone and hidden by the sand. He slammed the C-10 pack against the wall, and he reached inside of it.

	There was a mechanism, wires, string, a tiny snap lever, attached to thick, gray blocks.

	His entire body shook and rattled as hundreds of thousands of bullets flew out from the wall. He thought he could feel every instant of recoil, every muzzle burst, every click of the trigger, through the cold stone of the southern wall. He kept the pack up, fumbled with the mechanism. He wasn't even thinking that if it exploded, it would take him.

	He was at the wall. Nobody knew. Nobody was alive to know. But he was there.

	He took the C-10 home, and he was going to blow a hole in the fucking wall.

	Storm-Two linked the wires, waited for the tell-tale sign of an electric charge.

	Around him the gunfire intensified. Overhead the wall cannons fired, and he felt the massive energy of several heavy guns transferring down the wall, shaking up his guts. He thought he would throw up. He shuttered his eyes. Had he heard the fizzing noise?

	He looked at the C-10 pack, and he saw no smoke, no sparks.

	Had he missed it? Storm-Two was too deep to back off.

	At least he would die a hero. He would destroy the wall. He would win the war.

	He held the pack against the stone and put his head head to it.

	In a few minutes, certainly--

	Nothing.

	Far behind him several artillery shells exploded, wiping out more men and machines.

	He looked desperately inside the pack for signs that it was armed, that it would blow.

	He prayed for death, and he could not have it. His C-10 remained unexploded.

	It was a dud. He had a dud bomb.

	Storm-Two dropped the pack, collapsed onto his knees.

	In front of him, a stone slid on the wall.

	For a brief instant, Storm-Two saw a face in the wall.

	Clean, soft, with large eyes and little expression. Long hair, lovely lips, dark brown skin.

	He was regarded, quizzically at first, by the Ayvartan behind the defenses.

	Storm-Two looked up in futility.

	He put his fist to his chest, and then he raised his arm to sign the eagle's wing.

	He died patriotically as the Ayvartan behind the stones shot him in the face with her rifle.

	She closed the stone, locked the armored hatch behind it, and returned to her post.

	 

	Solstice City -- Conqueror's Way Defense Zone

	 

	For all the myth that surrounded it, Conqueror's Way was a bridge, built out of stone in antiquity and reinforced with steel and concrete in modernity. It had withstood a horrific punishment during the war. Across its monumental bulk the bridge's gates had been bombed to rubble, the ramparts pulverized, the bunkers and pillboxes crushed by relentless ordnance. Rubble lay undisturbed where it had fallen. Its hundred meter width was pitted and ruptured, but there was clearance here and there, where towers had fallen into the water instead of over the lanes, or where gates blew outward instead of collapsing in on themselves.

	Atop the rubble of the outermost gate, soldiers of the 1st Guards Mechanized Division's 2nd Motorized Infantry Regiment stood guard over the Conqueror's Way. They passed a pair of binoculars among themselves, each individual hoping that they could confirm the sight before them as merely a wraith in the heat's haze, a trick of the desert sun and partial dehydration. When the binoculars landed in the hand of eighteen-year-old Loubna Al-Alwi, and she raised them to her eyes and stared over the rubble at the edge of the desert, she saw the sand blowing up into the air in the distance, and the figures, rippling in the heat mirages, moving closer and closer, trampling in a huge mass, until she could make out uniforms, helmets, and guns.

	At her side, her partner was quivering. She reached out a hand to Loubna's shirt.

	"Loubna, they're coming. They're really coming. We're really going to fight."

	Loubna was a few months older than Aditha, and she wanted to say something reassuring as a senior to a junior, but she knew she had nothing in her that would ease the situation. They had been waiting with the breath trapped in their chest for months. She could see in Aditha's sweat-soaked face, in her green eyes, that fear. She felt like she could make out her own perplexed face, mirrored in the tears starting to roll out of Aditha's eyes.

	She shook her head, averted her eyes and took Aditha gently by the hand.

	"We should tell the Sergeant and the 2nd Lieutenant. Come on." Loubna said.

	Aditha wiped her tears and nodded her head.

	At their sides, the shimmering waters of the long, twisting Qural disappeared behind the remains of the bridge's barriers as the pair slid down the mound of rubble to the bridge.

	Leaving the other five members of the squadron atop the rubble mound, Loubna and Aditha crossed the car lanes on the pitted, uneven bridge flat and ran toward a chunk of a guard tower on the left-hand side. There were people all around, with their backs to rubble, seated with canteens out and tarps strung wherever they could be, trying to beat the heat. Beyond them lay the rubble of the second gate, still half-standing and retaining more of its shape, having only been struck directly by a single heavy bomb from a Nochtish airplane.

	There were more people behind that second gate, but that was not Loubna's destination. Instead, behind the remains of the forward guard tower the recon platoon's command element had set up a radio under a grey, amorphous tent that looked like another piece of rubble.

	Inside, 2nd Lieutenant Charvi Chadgura and 1st Sergeant Gulab Kajari were seated together, crossing out parts of the gridded desert map in conjunction with radio personnel from the Division. It was something that transpired quietly every week. Old maps were destroyed, and new ones with new positions, directions and coordinates were issued and marked up.

	Everything looked almost serene, like nobody had any idea the war had arrived.

	"Ma'am! There's a problem!" Loubna said nervously. At her side, Aditha merely stared.

	Lt. Chadgura looked up first. Her face, dusty from the desert wind, was fully devoid of emotion, and her speech felt dull to the ears. She was unimpressive of stature, but colorful in appearance, her silver-like hair a contrast to her dark skin. She made an impression.

	"Private Al-Alwi; please explain." replied the Lieutenant, fixing her with a strong gaze.

	At her side, Sergeant Kajari pulled off a big pair of radio headphones.

	She gave Loubna a big smile from over her shoulder.

	"Yes ma'am." Loubna and Aditha both stood straight and saluted. "Ma'am, at 0137 we caught sight of figures in the desert, and keeping watch on their movements, we now believe them to be the enemy, ma'am! They are making their approach from the desert, direction of uh,"

	Loubna's brain became stuck, she could not remember the surrounding areas well--

	"--From the direction of Sharahad, ma'am!" Aditha added, covering for Loubna.

	Loubna felt secretly the most grateful she ever had been for Aditha at that moment.

	"Huh? Did they get past the 1st Tank then?" Sergeant Kajari said, turning to the 2nd Lt.

	"No, they must have gone through the sands. It's the only gap." 2nd. Lt Chadgura said.

	"So then, it's probably a recon force and an exhausted one at that." Sgt. Kajari said.

	Sergeant Kajari stood up from the ground, and picked up a Danava type Light Machine Gun set against the wall of the guard house ruin. She stretched her arms up, and let out a big yawn, as if she had not stood up for many hours, or as if she had been bored. Wiping dust off her rump, she walked over to Loubna, who was still stiff as a board nailed to a checkpoint barrier.

	Face to face, Loubna was a head taller than Sergeant Kajari. She had bigger shoulders and shorter hair and felt just a little inadequate faced with the unit's vibrant, energetic idol.

	Smiling all the while, Kajari thrust the Danava into Loubna's hands and patted her back.

	"It'll be fine, Private Al-Alwi! Private Chatham! Let's go hunting! We're recon after all!"

	Aditha, shorter, longer-haired, a bit more dainty, drained of color.

	Loubna gulped, but Sergeant Kajari had such energy it was impossible not to follow her.

	"Please be careful, Gulab." 2nd Lt. Chadgura cried out to them.

	Sergeant Kajari merely raised a hand and waved it dismissively, without even turning back.

	"We're forming two echelons! Five of you follow me up to reinforce the mound. All the rest of you stay down here, and form up behind the rubble!" Sergeant Kajari commanded.

	Not one canteen was left on the ground, not one tarp strung up. Instantly, all of the platoon that was situated between the 1st and 2nd Gates began to take up fighting positions. Loubna was transfixed by them for a moment, how quickly and efficiently they moved and worked. These were Sergeant Kajari's regulars, the elite of the 2nd Regiment’s Guards Reconnaissance.

	Meanwhile, their leader was hopping and skipping toward the battle with Loubna in tow.

	With almost a relish, Kajari charged up on top of the first gate mound, laid flat atop it, and asked for the binoculars to be passed to her. Loubna and Aditha laid down beside her. Sergeant Kajari raised the binoculars to her eyes and stared down the desert. The advancing forces were making no effort to conceal their movements. Though in fact, it was more apt to say they could not. Aside from the rise and fall of the sand, there was no cover for them to hide from the bullets. Their only protection was to move quickly and spread out their formation.

	"Hmm!"

	She passed the binoculars to another platoon member, and clapped her hands together.

	"I knew it. I read the map correctly. Those are Republic of Ayvarta troops, comrades." said Sergeant Kajari. "Traitors who joined with Nocht and seek to hand Solstice to them."

	"That's the Empress' government in the south." Aditha said, as if to herself in shock.

	"Don't sound so impressed. Empresses and Kings and Queens are all fake." Sergeant Kajari said sharply. "I can go around saying the desert belongs to me just as well as anybody else. And nobody has to listen to me either. They're all cowards, and we're teaching them a lesson."

	Out in the desert the formations of men entered combat distance, and they could see the yellow uniforms of the Republic, and the Nochtish-issue rifles being hefted up for battle, and the sabers and machetes being drawn by officers signalling their men to charge. There were over a hundred men approaching in scattered groups, all coming within a kilometer.

	Sergeant Kajari suddenly stood up from the mound, and raised her rifle to her eye.

	She took aim and fired a shot that seemed to resound across the empty desert.

	Somewhere in the distance one of the moving figures fell and vanished.

	"Take aim and fire, comrades! We're Guards Reconnaissance, and we lead the way!"

	Bullets started to drive right back at them from the desert, striking the rock and rubble, flying over them and past the brazenly upright Sergeant, and it made her mad shouting all the more imposing, all the more commanding. There were now twelve of them atop that mound, and facing the incoming onslaught seemed almost suicidal, and yet, none of them would run.

	Loubna found herself reaching down her side, and she pulled up the Danava LMG and set it atop the rubble, the barrel shroud poking out from between two concrete bricks and the sight peeking just over the debris. Beside her, Aditha withdrew her rifle and laid on the rocks, taking aim with her telescopic sight. Her teeth were chattering and her hands shaking.

	Sergeant Kajari laid down flat atop the rubble of the first gate and started shooting.

	One by one their other comrades in the squad were picking targets and firing.

	Judging by what she had seen in the binoculars the approaching enemy lacked vehicles and seemed to be low on heavy weapons. It was a mass of riflemen and bayonets, hoping to penetrate in a cavalry charge without horses. They could do it against a lightly armed position, such as theirs, but there was one wrench in that dire strategy. Sergeant Kajari had entrusted Loubna, perhaps carelessly, perhaps unthinkingly, with the tool to win the battle.

	It was like everything Loubna had read in the pamphlets and in the tactical reports.

	She had an automatic weapon and none of the enemy approaching her did.

	They had no cover, and she had all the bullets, more bullets than the whole squadron.

	Everyone's lives were in her hands. She sweated, and looked down the Danava's sights.

	Her own hands were shaking, but she thought of Aditha and what they had gone through.

	"Loubna, are you alright? You're shaking." Aditha said, setting up her rifle.

	She patted Loubna on the shoulder. In turn, Loubna tried to steel herself for the battle.

	"Adi, I've never shot anyone real before. But I promised." She said, in a serious voice.

	Aditha looked up from her scope in shock at those words, but she could not say anything before Loubna held down the trigger, and the metal crack of each shot silenced her.

	"I promised I'd take care of you!"

	Loubna shouted, and from the barrel of the Danava dozens of seething blood-red rounds flew out into the desert, kicking up sharp spears of sand and dust into the air wherever they hit. Loubna swung the gun around on its bipod, settling the sights in the general area of an enemy group and pressing and depressing the trigger rapidly. In short, rapid bursts the bullets soared down on the enemy, grouped closely but deviating in a cone spread that showered the desert.

	Her entire body shook with the forces going through the weapon.

	Wild and mostly innacurate, her gunfire served to disrupt the enemy's movements. She moved her sight from group to group, launching several quick bursts before moving to the next, and causing the men to drop, to spread out, to crouch and lose their pace. Formations began to run into each other in the chaos, and the enemy march lost its discipline and efficiency.

	As the men scattered, her comrades and their slower-firing weapons could pick them off.

	As one, the squadron fired its rifles in time with Loubna's bursts, and set upon the enemy.

	It was powerful; her Danava was monstrously powerful.

	When her gun clicked empty, Loubna ripped the pan magazine from it, and reached into Aditha's bag beside her (she was the support gunner), and slammed a new pan into place.

	"Loubna--"

	Aditha again had no time to speak before Loubna, focused like bird over a bug, shot again.

	This time the men were closer, and this time Loubna's shots began to inflict upon them.

	"Loubna!"

	She saw it, or at least, she thought she did, when the first man she ever killed fell.

	He was an officer in the midst of his men, holding out a machete, almost 500 meters close.

	She set her sight on him, opened fire, and the group dispersed and dropped and scrambled away from the gunfire, but he was caught, instantly, amid the burst. He stood for seconds as if suspended in the air by cables, his arms going limp as the bullets impacted his shoulder, his elbow, his armpit, like a series of knockout boxing blows. His knee exploded from a shot, bringing his dying body down. His face swung to catch a round in the nose.

	Loubna had thought the first man she would kill in this war would be some Nochtish devil in grey fatigues with skin like a ghost. Instead, she shot a man as brown as she, and he died.

	There was a cosmic instant where this became apparent to her, and she thought she would be trapped in it, and she thought she would regret it so deeply that it would kill her as brutally as the bullets had killed him. But the adrenaline pushed her out of that deific second where she contemplated the power she had, and into the next deific second where she wielded the lightning like the Gods of the North had done. She raised her hand, and with a flick of the wrist had the appropriate elevation angle, and continued to shoot as she had been.

	Just that simple turn of the hand guided her bullets to three other men crouching away from the gunfire, and slew them in turn, perforating their flesh and blowing up dust and sand over them. It looked for a ridiculous instant as if spears of earth had blown through their bodies, and the desert itself killed them in revenge. It was just the penetrating power of the gun.

	She had shot at beef hunks as part of her training; she knew what bullets did.

	Moments later, she felt a click, and a sputtering final recoil through the gun, and she stretched out her hand, shaking like mad, into Aditha's bag for another pan. It felt numb, weakened.

	Suddenly she felt a warm hand on her arm, and turned with wide-open eyes to see Aditha.

	Her long, dark hair was over her honey-brown face, and she was sweating, and red in the eyes.

	"Loubna, please, you're hurt. Please." Aditha said.

	Loubna felt a sting in her shoulder.

	She looked down and saw a cut in her coat, bleeding.

	It hurt suddenly. Her arm started to shake even worse.

	"It's nothing." Loubna said, her voice trembling.

	"You're shaking. Please, for the love of God, take this and settle down for a moment."

	Aditha handed her an injector, and a compress bandage, from her bag.

	She returned to the scope on her sniper rifle.

	"Listen. I don't need you to protect me. In fact, I can protect you. Don't be so conceited."

	Aditha took a deep breath, and pressed the trigger.

	700 meters away a man's head vanished into red mist.

	Loubna could not read Aditha's mind or place herself in her head.

	But she wondered if Aditha had felt that moment of strange disquiet after her first kill.

	Seemingly without pause, without even drawing a new breath, Aditha worked the bolt on her sniper rifle, and quickly lined up and took a second shot. Out in the desert a man trying to set up the enemy's only visible Norgler machine gun fell down a tall sand dune with the weapon, and both ended up partially buried at the bottom of the hill by the rising winds.

	"Right now the worst you could do to me is to die. Please, Loubna."

	Loubna nodded, shaken a bit by the intensity of her friend's words.

	She slid down a bit from the position of her gun, flipped onto her back, and spread her coat.

	She applied the compress under her clothes and over the wound, the waxy glue sticking the bandage hard against her bleeding, cut and bruised shoulder. She took the injector and pressed it against her neck, and pressed the button, and felt the sudden prick in her skin. There was a cold pain and then a sensation of lightness as the drugs spread through her bloodstream.

	"A hundred meters! We've got enemies dashing in!" shouted a comrade.

	Rifle shots rang out, and were answered, the replies now far too close.

	They could hear the boots trudging up the steep mound.

	"Loubna watch out!" Aditha shouted.

	Loubna looked up and saw a shadow over her with a rifle and a glinting bayonet.

	Over her the Republican soldier who had breached the line raised his weapon.

	Rifles and pistols went up all around him, but there wasn't time to stop him.

	He roared, and he thrust down.

	Then, as if instantly meeting a wall, he sailed back from Loubna.

	2nd Lieutenant Chadgura had charged up the rubble and struck him with her shoulder.

	He reeled, and she drew her machete and drove it into his gut, pulling him closer.

	Blood splashed onto the rubble, onto Loubna, who lay vulnerably beneath the melee.

	2nd Lt. Chadgura drew her officer's pistol, her other hand holding the dying man by the blade.

	She thrust the corpse forward, where it met the rifle bayonets of a pair of republican soldiers.

	She raised her pistol, and fired at both in quick succession, their faces vanishing in red gore.

	"Charvi!"

	Sergeant Kajari stood up from the rubble, drew her own pistol and knife, and joined 2nd Lieutenant Chadgura at the fore of the defense, shooting the men clambering desperately up from the desert below. Rifle fire sailed past her, and both officers were lucky that the enemy did not want to stop to aim at the bottom of the makeshift hill, or they would have been shot.

	They had no automatic support: Loubna had the Danava, and Loubna could hardly move.

	It wasn't even the drugs or the pain.

	It was fear. A man had tried to kill her, to butcher her with a blade.

	It was scarier than any shootout, and Loubna felt paralyzed.

	"Gulab, please hide, I am enacting a plan." Chadgura dispassionately said.

	"Like shit you are! You scared me to death!" Gulab said.

	Both of them continued firing, each taking an enemy corpse in front of them as a grizzly shield.

	"You may not believe me, but everything is going according to a design--"

	"Oh save it, Charvi. I wasn't just laying around either."

	Sergeant Kajari dropped her pistol and withdrew something from her back pouch.

	There was a bundle of grenades linked by a string.

	"Oh, well." Chadgura said.

	"Yeah, well,"

	Sergeant Kajari heaved the bundle down the mound, and all the grenades primed at once.

	Both tossed the bodies they were holding, absorbing stray fire as they backed away.

	They rolled downhill, and Sergeant Kajari turned around and grabbed 2nd Lieutenant Chadgura. They both fell hard onto the rubble, one atop the other, and behind them a half-dozen grenades went off at once, shooting up smoke and metal and collapsing some of the footholds up the rubble of the first gate. Men were thrown bodily, and slid down, and several were caught in the blasts and shredded, and Loubna could barely see it from her vantage. There was just smoke and blood and indistinct carnage and she could hardly believe it.

	It had been less than a minute's worth of war, that exchange, and it was madness.

	"Gulab, you have once again succeeded in playing the hero, so could you please--"

	Sergeant Kajari, in full view of the rookies, pressed herself against 2nd Lieutenant Chadgura and took her into a kiss, fully and passionately. The 2nd Lieutenant reciprocated in confusion.

	When their lips parted they were staring intensely into each other's eyes.

	"Now I succeeded." Sergeant Kajari smiled.

	2nd Lieutenant Chadgura blinked. She did not smile, but she did seem eerily content.

	"You absolutely did."

	Sergeant Kajari, elated, turned to the rookies. "You all better not snitch!"

	All around the mound, the rookies nodded their heads in surprise, confusion and anxiety.

	"Oh right," Sergeant Kajari looked down at Chadgura. "What was your plan, sweetie?"

	"Oh yes. My plan." Chadgura shouted. "Dabo!"

	From behind them, a serene-sounding voice replied.

	"Yes ma'am!"

	Coming from below, a large, round man ran up the rubble, heaving in his arms a metal gun shield in one hand and a machine gun in the other. As he reached the top of the mound, he slammed into place the shield, burying its sharp underside into the rubble, and he set down the machine gun in the slot on the shield. It was a sleek, black, all-metal gun that Loubna was only vaguely familiar with. Long ammunition belts fed it, instead of pans, and it lacked the characteristic water jacket of the old Khroda machine guns: it was an A.A.W. CH-30 Chakram.

	Sergeant Kajari and 2nd Lieutenant Chadgura slowly unwound themselves from each other, and both of them hid behind the gun shield with the large Corporal Dabo, and face down the remains of the enemy in the desert. Sergeant Kajari held the ammunition belts, 2nd. Lt. Chadgura ranged the gun, and Corporal Dabo's huge hands took the gun handles.

	"Platoon machine gun team, ready! Fire for effect!" 2nd. Lieutenant Chadgura shouted.

	Corporal Dabo rapped the trigger of the CH-30 and unleashed a storm of firey red tracers.

	Each 12.7mm shot from the long barrel of the Chakram boomed like thunder, and there were dozens of shots flying out seemingly every second. It caused a terrifying cacophony, and an even more frightening result on the battlefield. Wherever the gun turned, its shots lanced through the attackers like nothing Loubna had ever seen. This was no Khroda; each bullet was twice as long and nearly twice as thick. Flying red spears rained brutally down on the desert. In their wake whole chunks of human vanished from bodies, arms sliced off, ribcages blown out from the side, heads severed instantly from necks. The Chakram churned through the ammunition in its belt as it churned through the numbers of the enemy, wiping out whole sections and squadrons as Dabo turned the barrel from unit to unit at Chadgura's instruction.

	Loubna's Danava was a toy compared to this devastating weapon.

	It took no more than its fire alone, and the enemy's charge was completely broken.

	Loubna crawled up, and dropped next to Aditha. Both of them bore final witness.

	Survivors began to flee into the desert. There were few.

	Below the mound were hundreds of bodies it seemed, splayed all over the desert, at the foot of the first gate rubble mound, a few atop the mound from the earlier melee. There was blood everywhere, seeping into the already ruddy sand and turning it almost black in places. There were wounded men still crawling about without hope, and the dead lay pathetically without any uniformity in their wounds, everyone missing something or other, no body left whole.

	Loubna could not draw her eyes away from the sight. It was so disgusting she wanted to vomit.

	2nd Lieutenant Chadgura stood up from behind the Chakram gun shield and sighed.

	"Good kills, Corporal, Sergeant. Private Al-Alwi. Everyone get ready to move back down."

	Around her, all of her comrades were standing up, their rifles against their chests, breathing heavily from the drop in adrenaline. Loubna could still hear the booming of the Chakram and the rhythmic cracking of the Danava in her ears, within the awful silence of the desert. Was that all of the enemy? She looked out over the sands, trying to ignore the scars formed by the blood and bodies on the landscape. There were no more living enemies that posed a threat.

	2nd Lieutenant Chadgura raised her voice. "We will ask for reinforcements and perform body collection. Clearly the enemy is persistent. They will attack again. We held out, but we'll need more than a recon platoon to carry out the defensive plan against this concerted an effort. "

	"You got that right. These guys were crazy. How could they keep charging like this?"

	Sergeant Kajari looked quizzically at 2nd Lt. Chadgura as if her lover could answer this.

	Chadgura shrugged. "They must have liked their chances against such a light defense."

	"I doubt it was just that. I feel like something's got to be happening. But, we'll see."

	Everyone started to wander off down the mound. Aditha stood, and tugged on Loubna's shirt.

	"We'd better go too Loubna. We should at least drink some water and lay back." She said.

	Loubna nodded silently. She felt ashamed of herself, having fought, in her reckoning, as poorly as she had in that engagement. Sergeant Kajari had entrusted everything to her, and yet--

	She felt a sudden pat in the back, strong and sharp and full of vigor.

	"Good work, private! Amazing for your first real combat. I knew I could count on you."

	Sergeant Kajari appeared from behind her, smiling her honey-brown smile brightly. Her braided ponytail was flying with the desert wind, and she wore the quilted shawl of a desert nomad over her uniform, for reasons unknown to Loubna. She was always smiling at the rookies, and always patting them on the back. When Loubna looked at her, Kajari winked.

	"You remind me of myself, Private! Except bigger and tougher! You're taller than my brothers!"

	Loubna did not feel that was particularly flattering, but Sgt. Kajari must have meant well.

	"I'm sure you'll make a splendid soldier! Just stick with Private Chatham here, she looks like the sort who will set you straight." Sergeant Kajari looked at Aditha and winked too.

	Aditha looked between Sergeant Kajari and Loubna and turned red in the face.

	"No, it's, it's definitely not like that." She whimpered with embarrassment.

	Loubna averted her eyes. "I don't think this is a good time, ma'am, but thank you for trying."

	Sergeant Kajari laughed. "Listen: don't take any levity for granted, or you'll go insane."

	Waving and smiling one last time at the rookies, she turned and followed the 2nd Lieutenant.

	Loubna looked at Aditha, and Aditha at Loubna, and they both averted their gazes after.

	Loubna averted her gaze toward desert, in time to spot a column of sand blowing into the air.

	She blinked, and stared, uncomprehending of what she was seeing.

	Something was approaching, and it was either very large, very fast, or both.

	"Adi, do you see that?"

	Aditha, her arms crossed over her breasts in a meek posture, peeked over her shoulder.

	Her eyes drew wide open.

	She raised her sniper scope to her eyes and adjusted the magnification.

	"Loubna, we had better get the officers back here." Aditha said, her voice trembling.

	 

	Solstice City -- Eastern Wall Defensive Line

	 

	"Yuck. It reminds me of the final scene in The Last Dragoon. I can't stand to look."

	Parinita Maharani, Chief Warrant Officer for the 1st Guards Mechanized Division, put down the binoculars and averted her eyes from over the ramparts with disgust.

	At her side, Brigadier General Madiha Nakar of the selfsame unit gently touched the woman's shoulder, comforting her with her presence as best as she could just then.

	Madiha held out her hand and her lover gave her the binoculars, and she looked herself at the battlefield. From the ramparts they could see the entire desert unfold before them, a desolate expanse of swirling ruddy sand. But it was hard to see anything around what remained of the First Gate of the Conqueror's Way, kilometers away. There was so much rubble piled so high and the ramparts viewed the bridge at such an angle that it blocked the vantage. However, though they could not see the death directly around the bridge, on the edge of the desert they saw enough corpses and blood to confirm the slaughter.

	"I have never seen that film, but I guess I can imagine what it must be like." Madiha said.

	Parinita got excitable and started to gesticulate wildly as she spoke. "They packed hunks of pork and tomatoes bound in gelatin into uniforms to resemble gore, for the aftermath of the fated charge into the machine guns. It was really gross! I think it just didn't look like what you think a human being should, even in death, so it was really shocking!"

	"I see. Well, death isn't very pretty, you know? Not in any form, not even in action film."

	Madiha put down the binoculars. Her eyes felt a little heavy from what she had seen in the battlefield, even those little hints from that far way. It never got any easier to see bodies. One learned to not see them, to avoid acknowledging them after a fight. When forced to see the butchery for what it was, Madiha found her stomach unsettled by it all.

	Parinita raised a hand to her hair and wrapped long, wavy strawberry locks around a finger. She looked a little embarassed and ashamed of her previous enthusiasm.

	"Hey, I'm sorry Madiha. I was being glib, but seriously. I needed to do that to process it."

	"No, no, it's fine. I'm always happy to hear you talk film, remember?" Madiha replied.

	She smiled at Parinita, her lover, confidante, and primary support personnel.

	It was a hard smile to hold up, but it was worth it for her. Anything was.

	"Right. I get carried away sometimes, though. But, anyway! It looks like the coast is clear."

	Parinita waved a hand over the desert. Madiha smiled and nodded at her lover.

	They were dozens of meters above the ground, standing a few meters removed from the edge barriers of the Eastern Wall ramparts. Solstice's heat bore down on them, it was past midday. Madiha could vaguely hear, even off in a great distance, the firing of the rampart guns on the Southern Wall of the city, which also under attack. Nocht had finally pushed far enough ahead, and slashed through enough of the defenses (or in this case at least, bolted past them), to besiege Solstice directly. Madiha had been put in charge of the defense of the Conqueror's Way, though she had her own intentions for it.

	Conqueror's Way was so named because it was the route taken into Solstice by several conquering kings in antiquity. It used to be a rocky wasteland. It was said that whoever crossed the Conqueror's Way, and then left the city victorious and paraded down the Way once more, and survived both journeys, would bless their rule to last a lifetime.

	In modernity, it was a massive bridge, its length in the thousands of meters of stone and concrete and steel, suspended just shy of the rushing waters of the great Qural river. Once upon a time it boasted many fortifications; all of which had been pounded to rubble by repeated high-altitude bombardment during the preceding months.

	Conqueror's Way was as close as bombers could get to Solstice before the defenses got them, and as such presented the safest place to bomb where Solstice could heard it.

	For a few weeks it had been a topic of great terror how Conqueror's Way was destroyed.

	Madiha intended to ride out through this bridge, or what was left of it, a hero herself.

	But not yet; now was not the right time.

	For now, she trusted the defenders on the remaining walls, and focused on her own.

	"I have to wonder why they thought they could cross Conqueror's Way with a company."

	Parinita turned to face Madiha with a quizzical expression. Madiha crossed her arms.

	"I wager we have succeeded in hiding our numbers from aerial reconnaissance. They must have thought we left the bridge undefended after overflying and bombing it so much and seeing nobody there. Without troops on the bridge, they could walk to the very gate. Likely they intended to absorb the casualties inflicted by the rampart gunners, using those sacrifices as a means to attack the gate itself and ultimately breach the wall."

	"I guess after all that bombing they did, they must have been ready to believe it paid off."

	"That's precisely why I allowed them the chance. It wound up helping us." Madiha said.

	In truth, there would've been a remote possibility of defending the bridge against air attacks. Madiha had calculated that scenario as well. Solstice's anti-air defenses were strongest at the walls and within the city, and they were focused almost singularly on preventing overflight of the walls. It was possible, like with any artillery, to extend its cover beyond its typical range, to reorganize and retrain the shooters, and thereby extend a thin cover from the Eastern Wall's dedicated Anti-Air to cover the Way.

	It would've been bloody.

	Conqueror's Way was far more exposed than any part of Solstice.

	Therefore, sacrificing expert anti-air gunners for the task did not sit right with Madiha, especially when the bridge could be so much more useful as a pile of rubble. Nobody understood it except her. The symbolic Conqueror's Way, bombed out, empty. It was an enticing target, and the enemy took the bait. She had rebuffed a Company-sized attack and destroyed likely the entire enemy unit without casualties using only her recon troops. All because of deception and concealment. She found herself feeling oddly clever and elated, thinking to herself now that her deception had saved lives and killed foes.

	"You got the first after-action reports in, right? What do you think?" Madiha asked.

	"Gulab and Charvi were just a touch more reckless than they should've been." Parinita said. "It feels like every time you give them an inch they want to fight it all themselves."

	"I will have words with them later." Madiha replied gently.

	"You should, they're officers, and officers need to mind the back more in this army."

	Madiha nodded. "Well, right now, Chief Warrant Officer, our Kajari and Chadgura--"

	Parinita grinned and laid her hands on her hips. "--Jeez, Madiha, you're so formal--"

	"--managed to produce a result," Madiha continued, unimpeded by her lover's teasing.

	"I know!" Parinita said. "They have it harder than us. Still, it pays to be careful."

	Madiha nodded again. Sometimes she wondered how they did it.

	Madiha had been an officer almost all of her career. She had fought on the front several times, and endangered her life plenty; but she could count the number of times she had been in danger at the head of an attack. For a grunt, it was every day, until the days were indeterminate. People like Gulab and Chadgura had volunteered to face death every day. Madiha was always called back to her headquarters. She was far safer than any of them.

	She had to play disciplinarian, but a certain guilt tempered her response to recklessness.

	"I'll reacquaint them with the value of their lives." Madiha said, half-jokingly.

	As the desert wind blew away the scent of war, the two of them continued to watch the desert. Defense was not glamorous, and wars of defense even less so. All tales of great wars told of massive offenses and glorious charges and sweeping encirclements. Cunning was sang of when paired with initiative, and forgotten if not. So far, the Golden Army had strengthened itself and proven a tenacious defender, but Nocht kept coming, and they were driven to their last wall. All they could do was wait for an enemy to show up to fight. There was no means for them to launch effective attacks right now.

	Sitting idle like this, awaiting battle on the enemy's initiative, took a toll. On the soldiers, absolutely. But also on Madiha, who felt keenly the weight of her decisions every day.

	Every defense had a cost. Today's defenses, so far, had been free. This would change.

	Madiha felt exhausted.

	She could hardly believe she was still moving fluidly and standing tall.

	Parinita hid it well, behind that pretty face and charming smile. But she was hurting too.

	It had been a hellish, evil year, 2031.

	"I think in Psychology they call it The Uncanny. You know?" Parinita said suddenly.

	She had a finger on her cherry-red painted lips, and was staring off in thought.

	"What are you talking about?" Madiha asked.

	"Oh, um, sorry, I mean the thing from before. About how unsettling the fake corpses were in The Last Dragoon. I remember some papers on film psychology I read about that. It's because of the unreality of it, you know? We expect things to be a certain way, but war just feels unreal to experience. At least, that's what I believe. This violence, and all."

	Parinita shifted a little nervously on her feet. Her tongue was starting to slip from her.

	Madiha nodded her head. She had understood; and she especially understood having a thought and having it turned to molten cheese in your brain by your own neuroses.

	"I agree. We have an idea of what death should look like. And none of this feels right."

	"I feel it's more that we don't know how to think about any of it, even now."

	Parinita put her back to one of the rampart barriers and crossed her arms.

	Next to her, a 76mm gun stood sentinel. It was unmanned, because the gunners were ready to rotate, and had gone on a little break. Solstice's heat, especially on the walls, could easily reach 40 degrees or worse, and would cook one's brain on a full shift. All essential personnel in Solstice's defense had to be redundant, and consistently rotated.

	"I go on my day to day treating it like a job, or like a favor that I'm doing for my girlfriend. When I'm alone, and I have time to myself, and there's all the reports in front of me and all that. But looking at it like this, being confronted by it, its so eerie. I vacillate from thinking of it like a math problem. I think about stupid essay questions. 'A train leaves the station carrying 100 tons of ammunition' and so on." Parinita continued, raising a finger into the air. "I am good at those. I also think of it like film sometimes. Prologue, act one, act two, climax; and the actors working tirelessly. But that's not what it is. Just like tomatoes and pork set into jelly aren't really a murdered human body."

	Madiha remembered what she said before. Parinita was trying to process it. She had to; to try to rationalize the unreality of everything. To try to find a way to live sanely with what they were all doing. That was Parinita. Madiha tried to shove things out of the way of her mind, the same way that same mind pushed physical things with its power.

	Reaching out a hand idly, Madiha pushed on a stone on the wall and levitated it.

	Parinita followed the stone around with her eyes, like a cat watching a toy.

	It was odd that the most unreal thing among them was the easiest one to accept.

	"Well. You're more normal than I am I think. I think of war as a game." Madiha said.

	She was instantly ashamed of it, but she said it.

	It helped at least that Parinita did not look disgusted or judging.

	She smiled warmly at Madiha, catching the levitated stone out of the air in her fist.

	"I learned to strategize via Academy war games. To me, its chess, except, I'm good at it."

	Madiha looked out over the desert and sighed.

	It put her in a foul mood to think of it like that.

	All those corpses on the desert.

	Those misbegotten fools whom she hated; and yet they died because, she was better? Because she had outplayed them? Gambled and won? Any number of metaphors, they were all wrong. They all made the conflict out to be a game, or a film, or a story. There was no way to capture what had happened that wasn't completely, utterly insane.

	"Like I said before, we have to do it to process. We have to do something to understand and to carry on with the fight. We're the victims here, after all." Parinita replied. As soon as she said it, she seemed frustrated with herself. "I don't even know why I'm thinking about this, to be honest. Maybe I am going insane now. It'd be inconvenient as hell."

	"You're not insane. You're tired. I'm tired." Madiha said. "I haven't slept in a week."

	"I've slept poorly. Maybe we need to get in bed together." Parinita said, beaming cheekily.

	"We've done plenty of that." Madiha replied.

	"Hah, look who's lewd now? And you say I'm the minx here. I meant nothing erotic by it."

	Parinita put on a little grin and pretended to be innocent, circling her finger over head as if to suggest there was an angelic halo in the space over it, and not devilish little horns.

	"I know you too well." Madiha replied, grinning herself.

	"Say I was being lewd, what would you do about it?"

	Parinita took a few steps forward with hands behind her back and leaned into Madiha.

	With a gloved finger, she pulled a little on the neck and collar of her shirt and winked.

	"I'd sort you out and make you proper again." Madiha replied.

	She turned briefly toward Parinita and slipped her own finger down her coat and the neck of her shirt to grip on it and give it a teasing little tug. Parinita tittered happily.

	Madiha was so glad for the shift in the conversation, even if it was a little out there.

	"Let's calm down for right now though. It's too hot out and the gunners return soon."

	"Hey, I'm a paragon of self-control." Parinita replied, pressing a hand against her breast.

	"Right. Anyway, get the map, we'll do one last check to make sure we report everything--"

	Still feeling jovial, Madiha lifted the binoculars back up to her eyes.

	There were the corpses, some of her own soldiers in parts of the bridge where she could see them, such as atop the mounds of rubble that once were gates. There was a sizeable amount of sand, and the Khamsin blowing in from the southeast was turning the air just a touch dusty and yellow, even over the Qural river. Satisfied, Madiha looked farther out.

	Parinita returned and pressed herself close to the General.

	"I got the map here, so what do you want to--"

	Madiha spied something in the desert sand, something-- uncanny.

	Something large, something difficult to place. Something that shouldn't have been there.

	"Parinita, call back the rampart gunners, now. Right now!" Madiha shouted.

	

	

	Observers on the eastern wall, such as General Nakar, and even those along the ground with the recon troops on Conqueror's Way, finally spotted the enemy that now made itself known amid rising and falling dunes of the red desert. It had been carefully crawling in the distance, taking whatever path put the most geometry between itself and the walls. It had come close enough now; nothing could disguise its size, the smoke, the men around it, the vehicles that supported it. This was a battalion-sized formation.

	But it was all concentrated around a single, monstrously large entity.

	A massive series of camouflage nets shed from its bulk, and sand sifted off its surfaces as if it had risen from the desert like a whale from water. It had traversed the desert on the backs of several tracked tank transporters. Scopes and spyglasses could see letters on the side of the massive, metallic conveyance that held the weapon in its place for travel.

	RKPX-003 VISHAP.

	Around it, men in yellow and ash-gray uniforms unlocked the crate, and its lid came crashing down like a ramp. Inside, an engine roared to life, loud as a howling dragon.

	Around the side of the great machine, two men watched the unfolding deployment.

	"Well, General, I believe I have successfully infiltrated your weapon past enemy lines."

	One of the men sighed and patted down his own cap against his head.

	"Oh, shut up, Von Drachen."

	 


69. The 3rd Superweapon

	56th of the Hazel's Frost, 2030

	Undisclosed Location -- Newly-Founded Republic of Ayvarta

	 

	Furnishing an underground conference room in Ayvarta on a short notice was an ardous task. Nochtish girls in support staff uniform crawled around the ruins of a nearby university, and procured the chairs, the tables, a projector. The Meeting would be held in the command bunker of a set of old coastal guns. During the Solstice War, the guns saw no use. There was no enemy navy in the Southeast Ayvartan Sea. There still wasn't any; the communists had wrecked the ports and their submarines made long patrols deadly.

	Allied flags, banners and symbols were furnished for the meeting room, lights were installed, carpeting, everything that could bring to mind the propriety and comfort of an actual military headquarters. There was an attempt made to sew a banner for the Republic of Ayvarta's flag, an eagle superimposed over a sun and carrying a sword, the eagle black, the sun red, the backdrop gold. Nobody could get one made in time, and the Republic went unrepresented among the flags of Nocht, Hanwa and Lubon in the room.

	At the appointed date and time, the meeting room filled with top generals from the three allied countries. There were Hanwans with their ceremonial swords and dark brown uniforms, and Lubonin officers in their green parade uniforms, never seen on the battlefield, and Nochtish generals all wearing the dour, utilitarian gray common to all soldiers in their army. At the head of the meeting, atop a stage and podium constructed for the purpose, stood Field Marshal Dietrich Haus, a man looking younger than he was, soft-faced, imposingly tall, strong-shouldered, with hair almost to the shoulder now.

	He stood before everyone, and behind him, a projector displayed many aerial images of a city, surrounded by walls, vast, larger than any city on any of their continents, able perhaps to hold all of their capitals in one plot of land. On a blackboard, Haus began to write. Across the silent room reverberated the sound of chalk striking board. In a few moments he had several figures up on the board. Then, he turned back to the room.

	"The City of the Solstice is the strongest defensive position on the planet, gentlemen. Its air defense network alone comprises 10,000 guns in the city, most of 76mm caliber, many on the wall ramparts. Several of these guns can be used to attack ground targets as well. In terms of raw ground fire artillery, we're looking at over 30,000 additional barrels. Solstice alone contains the 100,000 strong Revolutionary Guards army, as well as 300,000 reservists. Over 2000 tanks are at their disposal, likely including many of these new types that have gotten the better of us. In the air, we're looking at at least 1000 fighter aircraft alone, with many hundreds of ground attack planes in support. Judging by the pace at which the enemy has been reorganizing, these numbers will only grow the longer we wait. You can bet that by the time we arrive at the city walls, there will be at least a million frontline personnel, if not more, defending Solstice. Never has a military force of mere men faced such an obstacle. Solstice has never fallen from without; nevermind the name and legend of the Conqueror's Way. This city has never been taken in a fight."

	"Well,"

	There was a lone other voice, sounding above the crowd otherwise entranced by the Field Marshal. One hand rose into the air, as if in a school. Haus followed the hand, the length of the arm, and saw a youthful, grinning face, like a fox. Short dark-blond hair, combed and slicked, and severe, sharp cheekbones accentuated that face, which could not be mistaken, and that detestable voice. It was Gaul Von Drachen of Cissea.

	"One person took the city in a fight." Von Drachen said. "Well, a few really, but one--"

	"You mean Madiha Nakar, the mediocre general whom you can't seem to overcome."

	"You'd do well not to underestimate her." Von Drachen said. "That girl has, a kind of secret factor, you could say. She will surprise you. Mark my words, friend Haus."

	"I am not your friend, Von Drachen. Shut up, and don't interrupt me again."

	Several heads in the room turned to glare at Von Drachen, who seemed far too comfortable and satisfied with himself despite everything that transpired.

	Haus raised his fist. At the back of the room, his beautiful and unflappable assistant Cathrin Habich switched the images in the projector, from a reel of photographs of Solstice, to a reel that began with a map of Ayvarta. As the reel progressed, more of Ayvarta turned from red to blue. There were dates accompanying each color shift.

	"We began this war on the 18th of the Aster's Gloom. Our primary goal was regime change. The communist Socialist Dominance of Solstice has for years been a sponsor of revolutionary territorism and a dealer in arms to foreign threats to democracy. We carefully built up forces in the two independent nations in the continental Ayvarta, Cissea and Mamlakha, both of whom were sympathetic to our cause. Striking with swift pincer movements, we overran and destroyed many Ayvartan defenses, starting in the states of Adjar and Shaila, and then moving to Dbagbo and Tambwe. Over the the past 100 days we have captured over half the territory of the Ayvartan union. I will not mince words: our losses have been great. Our logistics are in tatters, resupply is slow and ardous and expensive thanks to the lack of suitable port facilities and to deficiencies in our Navy and merchant marine. But we have set foot in the red sand, Gentlemen."

	Cathrin switched the reels once more. Now instead of maps of Ayvarta, there were images of Nochtish and Ayvartan equipment. Photographs, schematics, planning documents, shipping manifests, tables of organization. Cathrin scrolled the images at the slightest signal from Haus, as he addressed the room again with renewed fervor.

	"Gentlemen, I want anyone daunted by what you've seen and heard to leave this room, and never speak to me again! If you are not energized by this challenge, you are unworthy! We will bring the light of God to the godless communists! Solstice's walls, dozens of meters towards the heavens, will fall before our might! Even as we speak, the Nocht Federation is preparing 10 weapons known as the 'Wall-Breaking Potentials' that will grant us access to the invincible city, where we will end this war. Feast your eyes!"

	Again the reel was switched; images of weapons scrolled one after the other, larger than anyone in the room save perhaps Haus himself. Technical specifications on a new explosive, C-10. An ultra-long-range cannon on a super heavy battleship dubbed "Jormungandr." A massive bomber dubbed "Thor," and its rockets, "Mjolnir." A super heavy tank, "Vishap." An eerie cube shaped material for many experimental uses, "Lehnerite." Weapon after weapon, fully unveiled with schematics and top secret information. It was awe-inspiring. Everyone in attendance was agape at them.

	It was quickly evident this meeting was not simply about unity against the communist scourge. It was about the power of Nocht, about their prestige, ingenuity, wealth.

	Ayvarta was a stepping stone, an example.

	These weapons could cover any territory. The power to destroy a wall of Solstice could easily become the power to destroy Palladi or Edo. That was the assumption all foreign generals in the room immediately made and Haus did nothing to reassure them.

	"You are witnessing the twilight of communism, gentlemen. The end of Revolution. No more will chaos triumph over the order of the world. Nothing and nobody can stand against these powers. Protected by these swords, peace will finally reign on Aer!"

	No one dared ask who's peace, or what kind, or where it would reign, or for how long. Nobody dared say a word, or even allowed themselves a loud breath. Eyes cast cautiously about the room as if looking for commonality. At least Haus was careful not to mention Democracy too much. There were monarchists and imperial theocrats in the room who were uncomfortable enough at the upstart democracy and its boldness.

	"In the next few days, we will chart out a path to this peace, together. For now--"

	"Ah, wait up! One more thing!"

	A familiar voice rose in the back of the room, and a most familiar man walked down the aisle that split up the seating arrangements for the various delegations. Slick blond hair, a sharp suit, boyish good looks and a winning smile: it was none other than Nochtish president Achim Lehner, making his first ever appearance in the Ayvartan continent. Everyone was aghast; even Haus was surprised. His eyes drew wide open, and a smile crept up. He charged off the stage and ran up to Lehner, and took him in arms.

	"You should have told me you were coming!" Haus said excitedly.

	Lehner did not return the embrace, but did smile at his friend. "It was short notice."

	"Short notice? It's a week-long voyage. God in heaven." Haus smiled, and laughed.

	Lehner stood back a step from Haus, extricating himself, and the two, once separated once more by propriety, made their way down to the stage. Lehner took the podium. At the other end of the room Cathrin stood in calm, collected confusion, not having any reels prepared for this. Haus motioned for her to cut off the projector, and turn the lights on the stage. Properly shone upon, Lehner began to speak to the crowd himself.

	"Hey there, listen, friends, colleagues. A hundred days ago we embarked upon this amazing project together, and it's been quite an experience. We've experienced a hell of a lot. I wanted to be here to see off the next step in the journey to a freer, better, stronger world. Part and parcel of that, is, letting go of old attitudes, old beliefs. Embracing the new. We've got all kinds of new. Weapons, tactics. I wanted to be here, personally, to introduce something else new, that I would like all of you to know that we have."

	He gestured to the back of the room again, where the door once more opened up.

	"This information doesn't leave this room, by the way! None of it does, of course, we'll discuss that, but this especially. This especially does not leave this room, okay?"

	Heads turned toward the back, where, perhaps most surprising of all, it was a woman walking down the aisle now. A pair of women; one was tall, slender, fit, with skin the color of molasses and long, dark hair in a messy ponytail, beneath a cap emblazoned with a silver eagle. Her nose was sleek, slender, sharp, her cheekbones high, and her face had a condescending expression. Her uniform was all black, and it was patterned after frontline soldiers, unlike that of her companion, who clearly wore a secretary's coat and skirt. One was clearly a soldier, or intended as one, while the other was shorter, meeker, blond-haired and blue-eyed and a little bit plump. She would have been fairly typically Nochtish had it not been that she wasn't: because both women had furry ears and tails.

	"Please allow me to introduce you to 2nd. Lieutenant Aatto Jarvi Stormyweather of the Vorkampfer Corps, our first woman combat soldier. Times are a-changing, gentlemen!"

	There was no applause. As Aatto took the stage, she shot the crowd a disdainful look, while her companion followed behind her with her tail literally between her legs, and looked utterly terrified. Around the room there were faces, some curious, others perplexed, and several furious. Among the Hanwans in particular, who had some interesting cultural notions toward women, this move did not inspire confidence.

	Near the front of the crowd, a man with an old-style Nochtish cavalry uniform and a very geometric mustache stood in consternation and singled out President Lehner. He spoke in a rabid voice, as if he had been ready to snap and this was what broke him.

	"Mr. President, you have asked us to conduct this war without materiel, with green men, overseas, against unknown foes, for months, with nary drill nor preparation for jungle warfare, for river warfare, for desert warfare; that, we did honorably, and that, I did grudgingly, for my country. But this, I simply will not stand! I will not stand for this army, already on the brink, to be filled with every two-meter trollop you deem erotic enough--"

	From the stage, Aatto glared his way, and the gentleman instantly seized up.

	His last words choked up, and he gripped his own throat in confusion, and he stared at Aatto, and at Lehner, and at Haus, and his legs shook as his words continued to fail him, as breath failed to enter him. Lehner looked toward the 2nd Lieutenant: without confusion, as would be expected, but instead with open nervousness. As Aatto's mouth curled upward in a sadistic grin, the General below seemed to choke more violently.

	"Aatto, please." said the girl beside her, tugging on her sleeve.

	"Uh, Stormyweather, that's good enough, I think this misogynist learned his lesson eh?"

	Lehner tried to be affable, and Aatto shot him a glance.

	Sighing, she turned her head away.

	At once, the old General breathed again in a terrible, raspy gasp.

	His knees buckled, and he fell to the ground, and openly expelled blood, and vomit.

	It fell out of him like slush, like melting snow. He was coughing up bloody ice.

	"As you wish, Mr. President." Aatto said.

	Lehner clapped his hands together. "Uh, thanks, doll. Appreciate you and all you do."

	Aatto rolled her eyes, her tail slowly swishing behind her.

	"Whatever."

	Lehner turned back to the room.

	Another man was standing.

	Gaul Von Drachen was giving a standing ovation, clapping, staring at Aatto in awe.

	He seemed entirely too emotional about what had transpired.

	Lehner ignored him and addressed the room again.

	"Gentlemen, we have a lot to discuss. You see, God has smiled a smile that is only smiled once in a millennia, and he has smiled it on the Federation of Northern States. And on its enemies, he has cast a bolt of lightning that the world hasn't seen since ages gone by. If you thought Nocht was starting to run out of steam: well, you ain't seen a damn thing."

	There was chatter, confusion, and a restrained fear, all around the room.

	"Gentlemen, who here has heard of magic? None of this leaves the room, by the way."
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	"All guns, site the enemy tank and open fire on approach!"

	Ferried across the desert by four tank transporters, the massive steel crate dropped its front door open like a ramp onto the sand, and from the aperture escaped an enormous tank, easily larger than any tank Madiha Nakar had ever seen. It was wider and thicker than an Ogre or a Giant, with a track that must've reached twelve wheels in length.

	Its front surface was sloped and seemed thick, and it carried an additional steel plate of bulldozer blades. in the middle of the glacis, a thick round mount surrounded a short-barreled howitzer or mortar that must have been at least 150mm bore. There were several structures on its flat, long upper surface that seemed like cupola, but only one was centralized and likely to be used for command. All of the others were located on the corners and it was possible to make out tiny barrels sticking out of them: machine guns.

	Painted black all over, its designation was emblazoned on its side: the "Vishap."

	Cutting in between the hilly dunes that had kept it out of sight of the wall, the beast revealed itself in full to the defenders, and made clear its intentions. At the highest speed the gargantuan tank could muster with its weight on the treacherous sand, it was making ponderously for the Conqueror's Way. Men in Cissean and Nochtish uniforms charged alongside it, rifles in hand, barely keeping pace with the grinding march of the machine.

	Atop the walls, the rampart gunners hurried back to their posts, and found the Vishap on their direct-fire optics. Madiha Nakar and Parinita Maharani surveyed the proceedings as the crews began turning wheels and pulling levers to get the guns moved. By adjusting the height of the gun mounting itself, they could make up for the lack of negative elevation on the 76mm all-purpose gun, and fire over the wall at targets far below.

	At the General's order, a dozen 76mm guns on the ramparts opened fire on the Vishap. Each impact was near invisibly distant and sounded dull and almost unreal, as if the artillery of a battle a world away. Smoke obscured the machine after the first red-hot tracer impacted the hull and exploded. Shells fell around it a dozen every few seconds, throwing sand into the air, billowing dust and fire; it was impossible to confirm any hits.

	However, in the light of the rising afternoon sun it was possible to see the shadow, continuing to lumber, and once the last shell had exploded, the sound of the roaring, grinding engine was still perfectly audible. From the cloud of dust and sand, the Vishap crawled out, undaunted. Its front surface was pitted and pockmarked and in places cracked, and one of the bulldozer blades had been blasted off. Some of the front track guard and the armored skirt covering its wheels had been damaged, but not too badly.

	"Madiha, take a closer a look at it, I think there's something odd about its armor."

	Parinita handed Madiha the binoculars, and set down a radio unit, hidden behind the rampart stones. She took up a radio headset and began to make calls to Solstice for support, while the General honed in on the Vishap's front and surveyed the damage.

	Over, around and between the bulldozer blades, the armor plate was the thickest, and insignificant damage seemed to have been dealt to it. However, the form that damaged took was confounding. There were deep, uneven cracks, and dusty bruises, and no deformation from the heat whatsoever. Armor this dense could crack, but not in the way this material was cracking. It looked like a brick wall that had been suddenly hit with a sledgehammer, not a sheet of metal that had deformed under intense, prolonged heat.

	"It's concrete. It's got to be. They put a layer of concrete armor over the tank."

	Madiha was perplexed, but it made sense. Anti-tank shells were designed specifically to defeat metal armor that would resist the pointed nose of the shell, and deform around the packed-in explosive charge, in very specific ways. It was meant to go through 50 to 70 millimeters of metal armor, not through a centimeter or more of concrete cement.

	"Do we have anti-bunker or anti-concrete available for the 76mm?" Madiha asked.

	Parinita shook her head despondently, waving to the city behind them.

	"No, we're not stocked with those. Those are special-assignment for assault troops."

	Madiha looked over her shoulder. She was so focused on the battle ahead, that she hardly had taken any time to look at what she was protecting. Always, behind her every shout, her every shot, Solstice waited at her back. It was a vast city, its few tall buildings visible in the distance, but mostly composed of small, flat-roofed brown buildings, either made of clay or textured to look like it. All kinds of colorful awnings hung over porches and balconies to help the inhabitants get some air while beating the oppressive heat. Winding roads and numerous labyrinthine alleyways characterized a city that grew, organically and haphazardly, for thousands of years. It was beautiful; and most of her troops were there. They awaited orders to counterattack a sizable divisional force.

	"Focus artillery fire on the supporting infantry!" Madiha turned back around and shouted at her rampart gunners, and they began to coordinate among themselves and to lob shells at the encroaching enemy battalion. She then turned back to Parinita, and to the desert ahead. "Let the Vishap come. How's our air support? That flat roof is the weakest part of the whole thing, it has to be. We can order a strike from Vulture."

	Parinita shook her head, pulling off her headset and hitting a switch on the radio. "That's what I thought so too, but I just got off the airwaves with Air Command. Vulture and the other air units are split between supporting the western defenses, interdicting incoming raids on Solstice, and launching their own long-range air attacks. It's mostly Elves who are trying to come after us at this point, with token Nochtish support, but if we can break through these attacks, we may be able to inflict some damage on the Elven navy."

	"So the air force gets to launch a counteroffensive, but the Army has to sit and wait."

	Madiha grumbled. Parinita shrugged and rationally replied, "There's no Lines in the sky."

	"We'll have to make do then. Release the vanguard rifle battalion onto the bridge to fight. I'll come up with a battle plan as we go." Madiha said. "Get the drawbridge gate open."

	"Roger. Contacting the drawbridge engineers and the 7th Battalion now." Parinita said.

	Minutes later, the Eastern gate of Solstice began to drop, accompanied by the chunky sound of a motor. It was a drawbridge door that no longer presided over a gap in the bridge, perhaps thirty meters tall and a little less wide, now powered by diesel motors and held by heavy anchor chains and gears. Behind the door waited nearly a thousand ready soldiers of the 7th Battalion, who had deployed all along the road inside the city as a rapid response force. Slowly the door began to angle, and a crack developed at the top where the light of the desert peered into the structure of the Solstice gate threshold.

	There was an abrupt crash, and the slackening chains went rigid and tense.

	Smoke began to spread from the gatehouse out into the threshold tunnel.

	Between the booming of the rampart guns, Madiha heard the gears grind down below.

	She peered carefully over the rampart and found the gate at a steep angle.

	"Parinita, what is happening?" Madiha asked.

	Parinita turned from the radio box and faced Madiha, alarmed.

	"Something's happened to the gate mechanism. It's stuck part of the way." She said.

	Madiha blinked hard and covered her face with her hands.

	It was always something!

	"Sergeant Agni is asking permission to blow off the chains and--"

	"Absolutely not." Madiha said. "Should that gate fall Nocht will not give us a respite to properly repair it. We can't afford for any of the gates to stay open unnecessarily."

	"Then what do we do?" Parinita asked, pulling off the radio headset.

	Madiha looked down over the ramparts as the Vishap's tracks hit stone for the first time.

	"I'm calling the bridge by field telephone. Tell Agni to get the engineers and some of the Svecthans with Mountain training ready to go over the wall. As soon as possible!"

	Parinita nodded her head and returned to the radio box.

	Meanwhile, the General produced the field telephone from behind one of the ramparts. Cable had been laid down to the bridge long ago, and much of it had survived the bombings. She picked up the handset, hit a switch, and immediately called down.

	"Sergeant Kajari, listen closely to me."
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	Brigadier General Gaul Von Drachen watched the Vishap go with a sense of minor, quiet amusement. After the machine trundled out of its carriage, he ordered a company of his lead men to chase after it. Rifles in hand, sweating profusely, the riflemen followed his orders and charged after the machine. They had been following it for what seemed like weeks, out in the brutal heat of the Solstice desert, and now they trampled over the sand and made to move ahead of it. There were no words of protest or complaint from them.

	"You don't want to hear it, but I'm taking full credit for this delivery." Von Drachen said.

	At his side, Major General Rodrick Von Fennec scoffed and stamped past him. He was a square-shaped man, with a brick of a head, beefy limbs, but an older, stiffer, and bowing stature than that of the younger, more limber Von Drachen. His remaining eye glanced at Von Drachen with disdain; the other was patched up but likely sported similar scorn. Somewhere under his thick white beard, Fennec's lips were probably turned up as well. For a louplander, his tail was very stubby and short, and it barely wagged; his ears, poking out from under his desert helmet, were also blunt, and just barely fuzzy.

	Von Drachen thought they could commiserate over using fake names, but Von Fennec was instantly hostile to him, even though he went along with Von Drachen's genius plan.

	"Yes, yes, to be frank, only you could have been crazy enough to suggest such a course of action. I will give you full credit for the penetration of the enemy line through the unguarded desert sector; also responsibility for the 100 men who died along the way."

	Von Fennec snorted and put on a confident grin as though he had crushed Von Drachen.

	Von Drachen, in turn, shrugged his shoulders. "They knew what they signed up for. I care about the living and I will achieve victory for the dead. All of my men know about this."

	At this callousness, or perhaps more at Von Drachen's lack of reaction to what should have been a harsh indictment, Von Fennec turned his cheek and grumbled inaudibly.

	As the Generals amicably conversed, all of the unit's strength rallied around the Vishap. All that could be taken along the Vishap on the desert trek, was a light rifle battalion and some stray elements of tank and motor units. Behind Von Drachen, the camouflaged tank transporters, unburdened of the tank's weight, retreated back behind the dunes, tugging behind them the massive crate-like object that once housed the Vishap inside it.

	A few token escort tanks, "Rick Hunter" pattern with 76mm guns, drove past, crawling their way out of the hilly dunes separating them from the battlespace, using the last of their fuel and the last endurance of their tracks and suspensions to make it within visual range of the wall and bridge. Divided into platoons of 50 men, the Vishap's infantry escort formed an arrowhead with the machine and a few men at the head of the pack.

	"So Von Fennec, what's preventing this operation from being bombed to pieces?"

	Von Drachen glanced at Von Fennec from the corner of his eyes.

	Von Fennec snorted and laughed.

	"Take a gander at that sand dune over there, and feast your eyes."

	Von Drachen looked over his shoulder, half-interested. Atop a nearby boulder, to which the sand dunes formed a neat little ramp, a trio of tanks with extensive modications raised twin anti-aircraft guns into the air from open-top turrets. All of them were likely based on the new Rick Hunter light tank types, which were just barely nudging the "medium" category in armor and weight, but had great speed. Open-top turrets allowed the the new M3A3s to mount much larger weapons than the old M3s and M5s, and despite lessened survivability they grew to replace the little sluggers in large numbers.

	"We call it the M8 R-K Peacekeeper. Any Ayvartan ground attack craft that closes in to the Vishap will be shredded by 18 rounds a second of high-explosive anti-aircraft fire."

	"I see." Von Drachen said. "So what prevents those things from being bombed?"

	"Shut up, Von Drachen. Do something with yourself. Go talk to Aatto or something."

	"Oh, I plan to. Not talk to Aatto; she's nice, but I have business with a lady at the front."

	"Excuse me?"

	At this point, as if on cue, a utility car pulled up behind them. It was driven by the old Cissean colonel, Gutierrez, who looked exhausted behind the wheel, and on its bed, was carrying air tanks and flexible suits, rope and hooks, and other seemingly random pieces of equipment for some nondescript purpose. A squadron of fifteen men sat around on the back of the truck, squeezed between the equipment and looking most unhappy.

	"You're about to fall for Nakar's trap and I'm about to get you out of it." Von Drachen said.

	Von Fennec looked livid. "What do you mean? There is nothing Madiha Nakar can do now! Our only difficulty was getting the Vishap here. It is going to walk right through the Conqueror's Way, and cut a path for us! Reinforcements can follow the desert behind us; once the gate is breached, the battle in the northeast can be ignored for this purpose."

	Von Drachen shook his head. He could see where all this was going. He had been there before. "Here is what will happen. Madiha Nakar will put up a stiff resistance that will endanger the Vishap and cause you to commit more forces to push the Vishap forward. This will force you to consolidate your troops into a large, dense formation. She will retreat, and you will think you've won, and you'll charge your big, dense attack group deeper into the bridge. Then, she will surround it and find some way to destroy it, inflicting disproportionate casualties on you because of the density of your unit."

	"Absolutely not! There's no way to surround anything on that bridge!" Von Fennec said. His face was red and his tail was standing on end. His nose was starting to wet with anger. "It's a completely narrow path with nowhere to hide except behind rubble. The Vishap will clear all the rubble, mortar through every fallen gate, and mortar the main gate. You think you know better than me, child? I'm a veteran of countless battles! That is why I was entrusted with a superweapon, and you're just relegated to recon! Shut up!"

	Von Drachen shrugged. "I'm going to the front where it's friendlier. We'll meet there."

	Nonchalantly, he began to walk away, knowing full well that Von Fennec was not going anywhere near the front. Von Fennec, meanwhile, stood dumbfounded, his old cavalry brain grinding to a halt at the bizarre idea that a General would go join his men to fight.

	"How the hell you intend to get there anyway? You're gonna walk?" Von Fennec shouted.

	Still walking away from the Major General, Von Drachen stretched out his arms in glory.

	"I've evolved since last me and Nakar fought. I've finally overcome my one weakness on the battlefield, Von Fennec!" He sounded triumphant. "I have emerged, like a beautiful butterfly from my cocoon! Molted into a force of nature! I have learned how to swim!"

	He continued to laugh as he followed the utility truck out into the open desert.
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	Loose stones began to shake and rattle atop the ruin, trembling with the ground.

	"Gulab, the Vishap is approaching. Good luck. I love you."

	She almost muttered the last sentence.

	"No luck, just skill! I love you too, Charvi!"

	Gulab was loud about it as usual.

	She switched the radio frequency on the portable talkie and put it in her pouch.

	Taking a deep breath, she tried to steel herself for what was to come.

	It was just like hunting the rock bears, she told herself.

	But even that gone poorly for her in the past.

	Atop the mound of rubble that was once the first gate of the Conqueror's Way, the approaching Vishap was like a boulder rolling down from the mountains, like an avalanche of metal. Sergeant Gulab Kajari tried to find more homely metaphors to describe what she was seeing, but without embellishment, it was a gigantic tank with a big gun pointed directly at them. Its dauntless trundling kicked up clouds of sand, and the infantry at its sides looked minuscule in comparison. It was easy to forget them.

	She was surrounded by people who could not afford for her to overlook anything.

	She sighed internally, smiled outwardly, and pointed at the incoming Vishap.

	"Troops, I've got nothing here to say but: we gotta kill that thing." Gulab said.

	Loubna and Aditha and the rest of the rookies in the squadron cast eyes at the floor. They were huddled atop the mound, half their bodies on the steep end away from the approaching Vishap, looking over the makeshift hill. They were hidden from the enemy, hoping to ambush them as they neared. In their hands they had submachine guns and rifles, useless against armor, and one their belts they had anti-tank grenades. Though small, these could at least fare better than a rifle round against the heavy tank.

	There was more to it than that, but Gulab didn't have the time to catch everybody up on everything the General hurriedly told her over the field telephone. Even Gulab herself thought she had not caught all of it. But she had to somehow make all of it work out.

	"Trust me, I've hunted bigger!" Gulab said. "We just have to know when to run away."

	She pounded her fist against her chest and put on a proud expression.

	Morale did not improve upon hearing such a thing with the Vishap in the background.

	"Why isn't it shooting?" Loubna asked. Everyone was watching the machine breathlessly.

	Gulab cast her eyes at the approaching tank. She remembered some of the things she had learned from Adesh Gurunath about cannons, in the various times they had cooperated during the war. Longer cannons could shoot farther, and their shots flew faster; the larger the hole of the cannon, from which it ejected shells, the stronger and larger the ammunition was. The Vishap's cannon was very short and stubby, though the bore was wider than most of the guns Gulab had seen on tanks. It was mounted on the front face of the tank and seemed unable to swivel or turn, since it had no turret to move with.

	"I don't think it can shoot this high, and I don't think it's in range yet." Gulab said.

	There were a few sighs of relief among the assembled soldiers, but the trundling of the machine nearing them seemed to put into doubt whether it had any weakness at all.

	As the Vishap approached the bridge, the machine noise that accompanied it grew louder, but it strangely enough began to slow down a tick, as it neared closer to 1000 meters from the Conqueror's Way. Then from around the Vishap's flanks rushed enemy riflemen, charging across the open desert. Gulab raised her hand at the sight and silently ordered her squadron to huddle closer to the ground and to hide themselves.

	Within minutes the enemy riflemen were jumping over the rubble and onto the bridge itself ahead of the machine. A squadron of foot Cissean soldiers was in the lead, and several more followed them. They were armed with rifles and bayonets and quickly left the cover of the rocks. Boldly, they started across the open space to the first gate ruin.

	This was good fortune for Gulab's team; they had to pose a credible threat to the enemy.

	And while Gulab doubted she could even dent the Vishap, she knew she could kill men.

	"Fire on mark; Loubna, sweep the left flank, everyone else aim at the right." Gulab said.

	"Are these guys related to the men before? Don't they know we're here?" Aditha asked.

	"I don't think so. I think they've been lost in the desert for longer." Gulab replied.

	"So it's an ambush?"

	"That's the plan."

	In truth, it was General Nakar who thought that, but Gulab nonetheless took the credit.

	It was important for the kids to look up to her!

	Aditha did not seem impressed, but she did focus back on the enemy with steeled eyes.

	Loubna prepared her partially concealed light machine gun, facing the approach she was to cover; Gulab checked her Rasha submachine gun for one final time before cocking it and setting it on a stone for stability. Squadron members with basic Bundu rifles set them on the rocks, partially hidden, taking impromptu sniping positions across the ruin.

	Gulab drew in a breath and aimed for the men running toward the mound.

	"Mark!"

	Gulab briefly raised her fist, and then laid it down, finger on the trigger, and fired.

	Her squadron quickly followed suit.

	Tracer fire sailed from atop the rubble of the first gate and showered the advancing enemy infantry. It was almost a moment of deja vu as Gulab watched the men struck down mid-run as if they weren't expecting to be shot, and their compatriots clinging to the nearest piece of rubble for cover, or running back to the Vishap. Automatic fire from the submachine guns and Loubna's Danava viciously covered the approach, and a dozen men were killed almost simultaneously before the rest took the hint and scattered.

	As the waves of enemy infantry grew timid they began to concentrate around the Vishap.

	There was only one way Gulab could account for this behavior among enemy soldiers.

	They had caught them by surprise! It was just as General Nakar had predicted; they had not been in contact with the Republic of Ayvarta troops that had attacked this position previously. These new arrivals with the Vishap group likely expected an ambush but could not have known its ferocity or character, because they were acting independently of the main body of RoA troops deployed to take the Conqueror's Way. As such, like the RoA troops defeated before them, these Cisseans and Nochtish were taken by surprise.

	"Hah! Trekking through the desert melted their brains! Pick them off!" Gulab shouted.

	Loubna reloaded, and she began to fire on the enemy's cover selectively. Gulab praised her discipline and began to fire upon a sited spot herself. A few men tried to contort themselves with their rifles around the chunks of rock and from out the pits and trenches that scarred the Conqueror's Way, but to no avail. Every time a rifle came out, a stream of bullets from atop the remains of the first gate silenced it. More and more of the enemy appeared and consolidated in thick formations behind cover, but without any cover down the middle Way they could not approach the mound. They were pinned.

	For a moment, it seemed almost like they had turned back the tide. The enemy had advanced, lost men, retreated a step, and become bogged down in relentless gunfire.

	This was all part of the General's plan! It was all working as she had said.

	In any other situation such a stalemate could be exploited. Gulab had seen it before.

	However, there was nothing the bullets could do to stop the Vishap, ever closing-in.

	It was this detail that made this battle different, and rendered this triumph so null.

	Soon as its tracks hit the stone of the Conqueror's Way, the Vishap changed the tide of the battle. It ground rocks beneath its bulk, and shoved rubble away with the bulldozer on its face, and its own men leaped out of its way as it charged forward. But once it moved past their positions, the Cisseans took up its back and began to advance again. Though the mound continued to brutalize the Conqueror's Way with submachine gun, rifle and machine gun fire, there was nothing they could do. All manner and caliber of small arms fire was bouncing harmlessly off the Vishap's blades and its wounded front plate armor.

	"It's not doing anything!" Aditha shouted, rapping the trigger of her rifle uselessly.

	"Keep shooting! Wait for my signal before doing anything more!" Gulab shouted back.

	Trundling to within a stark 500 meters of the first gate, the Vishap's cannon glowed.

	Smoke and fire belched from the aperture, and with a terrifying growl the Vishap loosed a heavy shell that flew in a belabored, shallow arc into the bottom of the mound. There was a monumental flash. Fire and metal and chunks of rock flew straight into the air in front of the defender's very eyes. Everything shook under them. It felt like the mound would collapse. The Vishap moved once more, and it loomed larger and larger as it did.

	Atop the machine, two of the shoulder cupolas turned to face the mound, and the dark slits cut across the sides of the structures flashed a bright green. Hundreds of rounds of machine gun fire struck the rubble at the peak of the mound, and a cacophonous sawing noise sounded above the shifting of the stones and the sound of loading and firing of rifles. Hundreds of bright green tracers bounced skyward or overflew the peak. Even the rookies could identify the sound as that of the deadly Norgler machine gun, and they scrambled back from the rubble, putting the slope between them and the Vishap.

	The Vishap's top-mounted machine guns blazed as the machine crawled toward the mound. It was like a demon, belching fire from its snout-like cannon, its cupolas like eyes firing searing, chaotic beams of green tracer ammunition. It was a terrifying sight that cowed the defenders like nothing else. Not another shot flew out from atop the mound; Gulab swallowed hard and shrank back with the rest of her squadron, pinned.

	"Comrades, get ready to retreat! Grab your weapon and start moving toward--"

	Beneath the infernal noise of the machine guns the Vishap's cannon cried out once more.

	One more shell impacted the rubble of the first gate, and this time the force of the blast wound itself inside the rubble, and rocks and concrete belched out the other side of the mound, collapsing some of the rookies' own footholds on the rear of the slope. Several squadron members were blown back with the rock, and they dropped from the mound and hit the ground. Disoriented, but alive, they fled in a panic back to the second gate.

	There was no time to hold the Vishap there. They had to sacrifice the first gate and fast.

	"Comrades, over the side barriers, right now!" Gulab shouted. "Come with me!"

	Everyone looked at her with surprise. They clung on to the rubble and rock as if they were suspended over a precipice, and their guns were almost an afterthought, hanging by belt loops or pressed between them and the slope. Nobody was moving at all.

	"Come on!"

	Gulab grabbed hold of rookie Loubna with one hand, who was paralyzed with her Danava embraced in her arms, and the sweating, panting Aditha with the other. Finding purchase on a solid slab of concrete beneath her, Gulab could afford to let go of the mound for this maneuver, and with all her strength, she dragged the two rookies, and leaped from the mound and atop the side-barrier. She pushed Loubna and Aditha off, and it looked to everyone as if she was throwing them in the river. There was no splashing or screaming, however, if any such thing could even be audible under all the machine gun fire; and witnessing Gulab herself disappearing behind the barriers, the remainder of the squadron gasped with collective fear and charged toward the water.

	Jumping around the meter-and-a-half tall concrete barriers on the side of the bridge, Gulab found herself in a drainage segment off the side of the bridge. There was maybe a meter in which to stand or sit, and the rushing waters of the Qural below. Loubna and Aditha clung to the barrier, terrified by the rushing water. Gulab urged them to move; in a moment, five additional squadron members would jump the barrier and land messily one after the other, some nearly falling into the river. Gulab got everyone organized.

	She huddled the group and addressed them. "Alright, see, nobody fell, nobody got--"

	Behind them, there was a much louder blast and an even more violent rumbling and rattling as the Vishap finally destroyed the mound of the first gate. Then, the grinding of its tracks and the roaring of its engine resumed, and they could all feel it moving past them, like a dragon stomping its way past their village as they hid from the destruction.

	Gulab had no intention to remain hidden. This was all another chance to attack.

	"Comrades, any hunter can kill any beast by stopping it from moving! If that thing gets past the second gate, it will have a clear shot at the wall. We can't let it get any further."

	All of her squadron was clearly shaken. In a span of minutes they had lost a position, lost comrades, and witnessed head-on a massive tank bearing down on them. Their eyes were watering, their faces sweating and turning pale, their bodies shaking. But they were focused: Gulab saw it in their faces that they understood the urgency. That was good; a soldier could be afraid, but they had to channel that fear into their survival.

	"On my mark," Gulab continued, and laid a hand on Aditha's shoulder, and quickly explained as the Vishap neared them, "Aditha and Seer will throw frag grenades at the road to distract the riflemen, and then, me, Loubna, Fareeha and Jaffar will rise up and throw anti-tank grenades at the tank's side and tracks. We only have one shot at this!"

	Aditha looked frightened at first, but Loubna put a hand on her shoulder too, and her face turned red. She averted her eyes, turned her cheek on Loubna and withdrew a pair of grenades from her pouch. Looking sour in expression, she nodded silently to the team, most of whom seemed perplexed by her behavior. Meanwhile Fareeha, a tall, dark, athletic woman, and Jaffar, a rugged-looking boy, both gave Gulab intense looks that suggested to her their eagerness to fight. Both were rookies. Everyone here was now.

	Gulab didn't look at Loubna, she felt she didn't need to. Loubna was ready. Gulab felt it. Loubna was big and tough, and she had a soft heart that yearned to defend the weak.

	She saw her own face in Loubna's, like staring into her reflection on the mountain ice.

	She hoped she could count on at least her.

	Behind them, the Vishap chewed up the remaining rubble of the first gate, and the ground beneath them and the barrier in front of them and seemingly even the water at their backs, all of it shook and shuddered with the weight and power of the beast. It fired a round at the ruined second gate, resulting in a massive explosion, and its machine guns screamed as it engaged the blocking position set up around the second gate's remains

	Gulab's stomach vibrated, and she felt the presence of the machine in her neck when she tried to speak, like constant jolt to the adam's apple. Her words came out shaken.

	The Vishap was within zero of the squadron; they had to attack now or never.

	Its frontal machine guns were occupied, and its gun was unable to target them.

	It was time.

	"Aditha, Seer, now!"

	Aditha and Seer pulled the pins on their grenades, waited a second, and threw.

	Four grenades, one in each hand, landed in the road and exploded in various directions.

	Gulab stood and launched her AT grenade in as straight a throw as she could muster.

	Only on a direct hit from the head would the grenade be primed and detonated.

	She caught sight of something that made her throat seize up.

	The Vishap had an armored skirt protecting its wheels and track.

	Would the attack even be effective?

	She watched the grenade strike the top of the skirt at an angle and burn a visible hole.

	The Vishap trundled on.

	On the road were dead and wounded riflemen, caught out by the grenades.

	Their own comrades were coming in for them.

	Just then, behind Gulab, in a sluggish sequence, came Loubna, Jaffar and Fareeha.

	Their own throws were haphazard, with Jaffar throwing from the grenade's head and Loubna lobbing hers. Both grenades exploded over the armor skirt and left minor cosmetic wounds on the tank. Fareeha seemed to have had the best throw. Her grenade hit the Vishap in the side of the skirt and burnt through the armor, exposing a wheel. Some smoke and fire spat out of the wound, but the Vishap continued to advance.

	"Everyone down!" Gulab shouted. They had stood out too long, threw too late--

	Atop the Vishap, the leftmost rear cupola turned to the edge barriers and opened fire.

	Alarming green norgler fire sprayed over the concrete.

	Gulab shoved herself into Loubna and Jaffar, the two closest, and brought them down.

	Seemingly hundreds of rounds struck the concrete, chipping away bits and pieces that fell over the squadron and casting concrete dust into the air. So many rounds were fired at the barrier that the chipped concrete dust formed a small cloud over the edge of the bridge. Disdainfully the Vishap pressed on, fully leaving behind Gulab and her team.

	On the floor, Gulab pressed her hands over herself and found no wounds.

	She grabbed hold of Loubna, who was staring at something mouth agape.

	She was unwounded too; Jaffar was also alright from the looks him, and then--

	Just a few steps away from them, sitting with her back to a black-red smear on the barrier, was Fareeha. Her chest and neck had bled out heavily in moments, judging by the red stain all around her, like an aura burnt into the ground and wall. Her feet dangled from the bridge, and her eyes were open, staring endlessly out into the water.

	She was dead.

	Gulab hadn't been able to knock her down too.

	From behind Gulab sounded a heart-rending cry.

	"Fareeha! No! No!"

	Aditha, crouched on the floor, held back a thrashing, screaming Seer, whose black face was turning pale and flushed, her eyes red and strained, weeping. She tried to claw over Gulab to make it to Fareeha's corpse, and Aditha and Loubna both tried to hold her back. She was screaming for Fareeha, screaming that she could not be left behind, that she could not stay here, that she would be fine if they could get her out of this place.

	Gulab looked back at the corpse as if, mindlessly, trying to assess whether it could be ok.

	It could not.

	She pored over, in that eternal instant where anxiety reigns over the mind, whether she had seen anyone die before. She had seen people die, but had they died? There was an importance difference there that she felt but could not grasp. Certainly, nobody had died under her command before. Because she had not really done that much commanding.

	Now, she was in command. And a young woman of merely eighteen had died under her.

	In the background to all this, was Solstice city, and Gulab stared at the wall.

	She felt the Vishap, attacking the second gate. She felt its motion through the ground.

	Gulab turned toward Seer and grabbed hold of her shoulders and shook her roughly.

	"An entire city of millions of defenseless people will join Fareeha if we don't do something, Private Dbouji! Wait to mourn until we're inside some safe walls!"

	She picked up her submachine gun from the floor, crawled past Loubna and Jaffar, and without turning back, motioned for everyone to follow. She hated all of this, and herself.

	She hated how much it felt like something her father had done and said to her, long ago.

	How much that voice sounded like his own.

	

	

	On the road leading to the eastern gate sixteen trucks and tractors assembled, each of them supporting via metal scaffolds a bed of 132mm rockets. They assembled in a formation that took up much of the clay road between a pair of evacuated shops and restaurants at the edge of the city. Each driver, accompanied by a small gunnery team, exited the vehicles. Together the teams began to adjust the angle of the rocket launchers. There were at least twelve rockets per truck, and around eight rockets to a tractor.

	Madiha Nakar watched the so-called "Guards Heavy Mortar" teams setting up Ayvarta's secret weapons. She helped them adjust the elevation of the launchers via short-range hand-radio, feeding them the distance and coordinates to the approaching Vishap.

	Once all the trucks and tractors were situated and their rockets ready, Madiha left them.

	She turned around and ran to the opposite end of the ramparts, fixing her gaze back to the Conqueror's Way, whenever she heard the Vishap fire its main gun. She guessed the weapon must have been at least 150mm caliber for all the damage it was doing, and loaded with anti-concrete explosives. From her high vantage, directly in line with the bridge, it was hard to see, but she knew the massive vehicle, surrounded by infantrymen, had punched neatly through the first gate. She saw the smoke and some of the rubble go flying into the water in pieces. Now the ruins of the Second Gate obstructed her view.

	"Parinita, stay here on the main radio, I'm running farther up the wall!" Madiha shouted.

	Parinita nodded her acknolwedgment, and the General took off running. She kept her eyes on the bridge, and as she got an angle on it from the wall, she could see around the rubble of the gates, and spotted the Vishap trundling toward the second gate. Its machine guns were firing at all sides, and the main gun fired an explosive shell the second she caught a glimpse of it. A horrid green fireball launched from the front of the tank and struck the rubble of the second gate and instantly reduced to dust a substantial amount.

	Her troops around that ruined gate had taken blocking positions. Small caliber anti-tank guns, the only sort that could be hidden around the rubble, shot little red shells of 45mm caliber at the Vishap that ricocheted off its armor and exploded harmlessly on its bulldozer blades. There were six or seven shots Madiha saw flying out, but the Vishap hardly slowed, charging into the blasts confidently. Its frontal machine guns swept over her troops' firing positions, covering the ruins of the second gate in automatic fire.

	Under this assault, and all too aware of the approaching hulk, her troops retreated.

	Madiha raised the hand radio to her lips. "Ready a creeping barrage, fifty across."

	Below the walls, in the city at her back, the rocket teams prepared their payloads.

	"We're golden, General!" replied the men on the radio.

	"Acknowledged! Salamander 132mm rocket barrage, fire!" Madiha shouted back.

	Organized in their staggered ranks, rows of trucks and tractors unleashed their rockets.

	Dozens flew at a time with an unearthly sound, a haunting, howling noise. Arcing over the wall, they left trails of fire in the sky. Even the Ayvartan troops turned their heads up to watch the explosives cut across the firmament. Neat lines of bright orange flame drew overhead, past the second gate, and fell directly into the bridge. In quick succession the rockets crashed and violently exploded, setting off a series of deafeningly loud blasts. One after another, great fires bloomed from the earth around the advancing Vishap, churning up the top of the bridge, casting geysers of smoke and stone into the air.

	Madiha watched the carnage unfold below, and she licked her lips absentmindedly.

	Most of the rockets smashed into the bridge in front of or around the Vishap. One rocket struck the Vishap directly in its bulldozer blades and blew off a section in the top-left; two rockets struck the top center of the Vishap and left fleeting fires burning atop the locked-down cupola. When the fire cleared the thick cupola was deformed and stuck.

	But the machine relentlessly ground forward through the smoke. Its top armor was thicker than Madiha had thought. Then again, the rockets weren't armor-piercing.

	No, she had a different target. Her lips curled into a fleeting but wicked smile as she heard the wailing and howling behind her. She thought she felt the heat as the rockets ascended the heavens from behind her back, soaring just over the wall and descending sharply into the bridge once more. This time the payload landed right behind the Vishap.

	The Cissean and Nochtish infantry on the bridge had halted their charge after the first rocket barrage. They shrank back from the Vishap, afraid of the fire and shrapnel, and stood paralyzed, a dense mass concentrated around using the remaining rubble for cover, with the Vishap pulling farther ahead of them. They stared, dumbfounded, as the second rocket barrage overshot the Vishap entirely and came down upon them instead.

	"You'll enter this city as ash on the wind, imperialist scum." Madiha whispered solemnly.

	She raised her binoculars and watched with morbid curiosity and a strange sense of duty as the rockets started coming down. Every line of rockets crept deeper and deeper into the enemy formation. Each descent resulted in a torrent of fire spreading and rising, and a column of smoke and rubble following in its wake. Men were thrown about like stones skipped over water, flying whole or in pieces or aflame in every direction. When the fiery explosions didn't dismember their bodies, or failed to set their equipment and uniforms aflame and condemn them to a slow death, the concussive forces felt even at the far edge of the blast jerked the soldiers in awful directions. Men struck the stones, and flew against the concrete barrier, and tripped and tumbled brutally over rubble.

	There was chaos and panic all behind the Vishap, and every man condemned to stand on the bridge was on fire or crushed to a pulp or both. Then came the final series of rockets, that reached as far as the desert, and even the rearmost ranks of the enemy felt some punishment. The farther the rockets reached, the more the lines spread, and several rockets were landing off the bridge, in the water, on the concrete barriers. Behind the Vishap, a long, awful line of butchered men and ephemeral fires, perhaps numbering a low hundreds dead, stretched out to the desert. There were more men coming, but they were paused at the edge of the bridge with fear, and when they moved they did so tremulously, inching their way and watching the skies in anxiety and disbelief.

	This was the Salamander, Ayvarta's howling demon of flames. It was a weapon of fear.

	Madiha had succeeded. The Vishap was isolated. There was no man alive to aid it.

	She turned from the horror at the bridge and ran back to Parinita and the gunners.

	There was a familiar face waiting there alongside her secretary. Long, silky dark hair, dark eyes, an impassive face. A young woman of unremarkable stature, wearing a big pair of goggles and the padded suit and thick gloves of an engineer. Sergeant Agni.

	She raised a hand without an expression on her face, and said, "Hujambo, General."

	"I'm glad to see you Agni. How soon until the drawbridge descends?" Madiha asked.

	The bridge part itself was no longer needed. Conqueror's Way had for at least a hundred years now become a fully stone and steel bridge connecting both ends of the river. However, the drawbridge was kept as a gate. There was even space for it atop the bridge so horses and trucks could move seamlessly over it. And so the troublesome raising and lowering was still necessary: and currently, a major issue, owing to its malfunction.

	Sergeant Agni shook her head, while fidgeting a little with her goggles.

	"It will not be down in time. We need to source a very specific motor in low production."

	Madiha sighed. "Are the climbing troops prepared for action?"

	"We have a dearth of climbing gear, but we're almost there." Agni said.

	"We need to make greater haste." Madiha said, a hint of frustration creeping in.

	"Madiha," Parinita called out from the floor.

	Madiha crouched down behind the rampart stones to confer with her lover.

	"Status?" She asked. She tried to put on a gentle face for Parinita.

	Parinita was tougher than anyone gave her credit for; she didn't need it.

	"Everything's a mess, but listen," Parinita started, her face dripping sweat, and her breathing clearly affected, but with a resolute look in her eyes, "Regiment has just scrounged up a 152mm gun from the battery that got destroyed a few days ago at Sadr. It's been repaired enough to work again, the shocks and carriage aren't great, but it'll shoot if it's assembled. They're coming in with a truck, ETA two or three minutes."

	Any additional heavy gun was useful in this situation, but it was a long shot.

	"The Vishap's roof might be too strong." Madiha said. "And we'd need to immobilize it."

	"I have an idea." Parinita said. "Madiha, what's the heaviest thing you've ever lifted?"

	Madiha looked at her own arm and flexed it a little with a quizzical expression.

	"Lifted? I'm reasonably fit, Parinita, you know this, but I don't think--"

	"Lifted," Parinita said again, with a wink this time.

	Madiha blinked, and she understood immediately what Parinita was thinking.

	She turned to Sergeant Agni and looked at her with haste and intensity in her eyes.

	Sergeant Agni, inexpressive as always, seemed to understand the urgency.

	"It'll take a miracle to get a shot over the wall without it killing you." Agni said.

	"I'll show you a miracle." Madiha said.

	"Please, trust her, Agni." Parinita added.

	Sergeant Agni nodded. She replied in a dispassionate voice, but with a hint of curiosity.

	"Then if the General shows me a miracle, it is only fair I show a miracle in kind. I can assemble it enough to shoot in a few minutes if you can bring it up here for me."

	Madiha embraced Parinita, kissed her on the cheek, and bolted back onto her feet.

	She rushed to the wall, and spotted a truck cutting in between the rocket launchers.

	On the back, tied up under a tarp, were the pieces of the refurbished heavy gun.

	Madiha reached out with her hand, focused on one of the recoil tubes sticking out.

	She felt a tiny pinprick of hurt in her brain as she pulled on the object.

	In the next instant, the recoil tube went flying out of the bundle as if kicked away.

	It soared like a Nochtish football over the ramparts, twisting and turning.

	Parinita and Agni both gasped all at once as the object came flying at them.

	"I can catch it!"

	Madiha quickly pushed on the object, and in a blink, countered its spin and stopped it dead in the air, preventing it from smashing her fingers off as she caught it in hand.

	It was very heavy, and nearly pulled her arm to the ground in a second.

	But she brought it up the wall, and she caught it.

	The General shouted with girlish excitement, reminiscent of her childhood days.

	Agni stared at the tube, at Madiha's arm, and then at Madiha.

	Parinita sighed. "Remind me to never ask you to do things again."

	Madiha smiled. "Oh, don't worry, you won't have to. This will be my idea from now on if you don't." She said, deftly twirling a bullet in the empty air with nothing but her mind.

	Far below her, the ground crew was stupefied with the disappearance of the recoil tube.

	 


70. The Battle of Conqueror’s Way

	48th of the Lilac’s Bloom, 2031 D.C.E

	Ayvarta, City of Solstice — North Solstice

	 

	Deep in the heart of Solstice, under the shadow of Armaments Hill, the ground began to tremble violently. Several blocks out from the headquarters of the Golden Army the shocks and the stirring of Solstice's three great biting heads could be felt in the floor and the walls. At the Varnavat Artillery Base, there was nothing but blacktop and three massive structures. Stone turntables each the size of a city block, arranged in a triangle around a central control tower, began to turn three massive 800mm cannons.

	All three cannons, each 20 meters long, lay on enormous steel bases. Recoil tubes larger than two adult men standing atop each other and thicker than a sand worm were installed atop the barrel to carefully reset the weapon as it slid across a mount some 15 meters long, criss-crossed by the skeletal components of its wheel-driven elevation mechanism. Each gun had a crew of 250 men and women assigned to it for setup, maintenance and repair, along with an elite 15-troop gunnery crew. These hundreds of people crowded the spinning terrain of each turntable, tightening screws, lubricating parts, working the cranes that raised 4-ton explosive shells up to the massive breeches.

	Before the Solstice War, the Prajna had not been fired in anger since the revolution.

	Now it felt almost routine. At the Sivira HQ not too far away, at Armaments Hill just a stone's throw from Varnavat, in the surrounding streets, and even in the control tower a hair's breadth from the epicenter, there was no stress. Civilians passed by the base on their way to work or shop in the North Solstice City District; at the military installations men and women walked the halls with their feet gently quaking, and with the earth's palpitations winding their way through their guts and lungs, and they bore it quietly.

	Every one of the three 800mm Prajna Super-Heavy Howitzers turned its barrel South.

	Lieutenant Adesh Gurunath of the 5th Guards Mechanized Artilery Brigade watched the massive guns moving, settling, and the teeming mass of humanity that crewed them, with a mixture of awe, pride, and a lingering, uncomfortable sense of mortality, fear, despair. He was dressed in the formal uniform, coat, button-down, skirt, leggings; his shoulder-length hair wrapped in a bun, his glasses dripping with sweat from his brow, his entire face, ordinarily pleasant, soft and effete, contorted with anxious disbelief.

	At his side, his previous superior, now-Major Rahani, outdid him in military elegance with the addition of a bright rose in his hair and a touch of makeup around his eyes and on his lips. Smiling, with a hand on his hip, he patted Adesh gently in the shoulder. His own skirt was just a little bit shorter than Adesh's, who wore a more conservative woman's uniform. Both of them had dressed up their best for the facility tour.

	"I knew you'd love to see it. My husband is an engineer here, you know." He said.

	He pointed toward the third gun with a winking eye. Adesh made no expression.

	He had wondered so many times before: why me? His life had been spared in battle so many times; he had felled so many foes with so little understanding of how or why; he had been promoted away from his friends for so long. Now Rahani had chosen him to bear witness to this. Rahani was going to become one of these powerful, elite gunners.

	"Please don't be nervous. I know on some level that these weapons scare you and you hate using them. I just wanted you to get the full picture of what they can do, before you decide anything." Rahani said. "I know you've been through so much, Adesh. You're on the cusp of major turning points in your life. You can't just go with the flow anymore."

	Major Rahani wrapped an arm around Adesh, and drew him close in a motherly way.

	"You like guns, right? I think seeing this might help you understand some things."

	In front of them, the guns began to elevate, and then were set into their final arc.

	"For the artillery, we are at a crossroads between movement and power. We've never had to think about this before, not the way we do now. This right here, is the power you could have by staying rooted where you are now. By stalwartly defending this place."

	Adesh raised his eyes to the barrels of the three Prajna as their breeches locked down.

	Standing beside the control tower, he saw flag-wavers come running out of the building.

	"You're here, in Solstice now. You could stay here, like I have. Isn't this magnificent?"

	There was a great and mighty shock that sucked up all other sound.

	From the barrel of the Prajna came a flash like a bolt of lightning, and copious black smoke belched out in the wake of a massive, red-hot shell that rushed to the horizon like a shooting star. Beneath Adesh's feet the ground quaked, and he felt the onrushing force of the gun's shot like a tidal wave, washing over him. Into his every bone, to the marrow; within his guts; even his eyes felt like they were shaking with its power. He wept openly.

	In succession, the second and third guns fired their own projectiles, and Adesh nearly fell; had it not been for Rahani holding him close, perhaps both of them would have fallen. Gunnery and engineering personnel all around stood in the same shocked silence, picking themselves up from their own exposure to the god-like force of the gun firing.

	Somewhere out there, something was going to catch those stars and die.

	Adesh stood, speechless.

	He wished so much that Eshe and Nnenia could be here with him.

	He wished he knew where they were.

	He wished things hadn't resolved the way they did.

	Rahani, at his side, smiled and waved off the rapidly disappearing shells.

	He sighed deeply, and turned to Adesh again.

	"We could defend this city's walls until the end of the war, safe and sound. No more fighting, no more stress, helplessness, powerlessness. We would have 15,000 of the quickest guns in the world, and the three biggest guns in the world, at our disposal. We can do desk work, start families, make passionate love to our partners every night."

	Something small, insignificant almost, wandered in from the edge of Adesh's vision.

	There was a Chimera moving about, towing one of the Prajna's massive shells.

	Its gun was bound up with cloth. There was no need for it to shoot. It was just a tractor.

	"But this is a new age also." Rahani said. "You could follow this war to another border. You could follow General Nakar, the only person in this army speaking of Attacking."

	"I could leave the army." Adesh said, sobbing.

	"You won't." Rahani said. "I know because I said it once too. I see a lot of myself in you."

	Adesh hated how right Rahani was, despite how much he loved him that moment for it.

	Rahani, with his gentle smile and pretty features, who had saved him so many times.

	He was always there for him. Even now, when he had no responsibility toward him.

	"You want to do what is right; but you also have to do what is right for you. All of our people are part of this war now. But you don't need to sacrifice your life for it."

	Rahani pointed at the Prajna's once more as if reintroducing them to Adesh.

	"Please consider it before you return to Mechanized again, Adesh."

	It was a kind, wonderful gesture.

	But Adesh knew what he would do.

	It was so kind and so wonderful because it was so unnecessary, so ineffective.

	He was the only one in that field, it seemed, who saw that Chimera trundling about.

	Adesh knew he would unbundle that gun and leave everyone behind. On those tracks.

	Rahani sighed a little bit. "My hubbie will be busy, so, lets grab a bite and catch up!"

	He clapped his hands together happily. Adesh nodded his head.

	"I would like that. You're the only one of us I can visit anymore." Adesh said.

	 

	Ayvarta, Solstice Desert — Conqueror’s Way Approach

	 

	Major General Von Fennec stood on the back seat of his utility truck and watched in a mixture of horror and exasperation as a shower of rocket fire wiped his and Von Drachen's troops off the bridge to Conqueror's Way. He had heard of the Ayvartan rocket troops and their howling ordnance, but seeing it with his own eyes was like watching meteors raining from the sky on his men. It was sudden, infernal, and vexing.

	The disdainful hand of a fiery goddess, slapping his men like pieces off a game board.

	Truly that Madiha Nakar had a knack for setting her own battlefields aflame.

	Setting down his binoculars and turning away from the scene of half his men burning to death and the rest fleeing like cowards, the general tapped his foot against the rib of a girl below him on the back of the truck, crouched in clear discomfort beside a portable radio. She groaned upon being struck this way, and grumpily turned her blond head.

	"Casualty estimates, right now." He demanded.

	Promptly but with a trembling in her voice, the young woman responded.

	"Major Yavez is saying a hundred and thirty, at least. Battalion combat-ineffective."

	"What about the Vishap?"

	"It appears unharmed sir."

	Von Fennec sighed with a deep relief. He dropped his binoculars on top of the girl.

	"Acceptable. Tell those idiots to get back on the bridge ASAP. Combat ineffective my ass."

	The General left the girl, speechless and rubbing her head, and dropped off the truck and onto the sand. His all-terrain quarter-ton "Peep" truck was parked in the far edge of the battlespace, with a full view of the bridge but ample distance between himself and any guns. He had been watching the battle with a keen interest in the Vishap's advance. He was an old warhorse of the days of carriage-drawn artillery, and rose through the ranks with the mortar and howitzer men of the last war. This Vishap was really something else.

	He was excited to be entrusted with it. To him, it meant Lehner still believed in the old staff, that he was bringing the respected elder statesmen of the army into his future.

	Unlike his compatriots, Von Fennec readily dispensed with tradition if it suited him.

	Now even the artillery men could know the glory of the assault! They could finally take whole cities by themselves, and humiliate the enemy in the fashion of the infantry! No more was the artillery a lowly thing dragged behind the lines, or saddled with the thankless defense of worthless camps and fortresses. Now in this age of maneuver, the innocent artillery that fired unknowingly into the sky, could itself know blood and fire!

	All he had to do was watch the Vishap as it crept toward the city, and await victory.

	Now that was progress he could agree with.

	Von Fennec walked back toward the tall dunes surrounding his camp.

	"Sherry, I shall be in my command tent, tell those cowards to get back in line--"

	Moments after he turned his back, as the firestorm died down on the bridge and the Vishap's gate-smashing shells once more became the loudest presence on the field of battle, Von Fennec felt a trembling moving from the floor to his legs, up his bones.

	He shuddered, and turned once more toward the city.

	He saw trails of smoke stretching over the sky like black lances.

	And the speartip was a trio of glowing-red shells like stars being shot into space.

	From the back of the peep truck, Sherry stared at him with terror in her eyes.

	"General, the Prajnas have been fired! We've got three shells, south-bound!"

	Von Fennec sighed deeply with great relief.

	"Not my problem then! We're attacking from the east. Tell my men to keep fighting."

	Safe knowing he was not the target of those monstrous guns, Von Fennec once more turned his back on the truck and the city and ambled away, his gait irregular from horse-back injuries sustained long ago. He had a bottle of wine in a personal icebox on his command vehicle. He could see his HQ already, near the Vishap's old container. A tank transporter with what resembled a little house on the bed instead of a vehicle.

	Several minutes later and sopping wet with sweat, he put his fist to the HQ's door.

	Finally, time for a well-earned rest and maybe a bit of drunkenness.

	Von Drachen was out there somewhere, he could do the commanding--

	Von Fennec then heard the beeping of a horn, and turned to see the Peep rushing close.

	Confused, he watched silently as it pulled sharply up in front of him.

	Sherry was in a panic in the back. She was waving her arms with every word said.

	Her glasses practically fell off, and her professional-looking hair bun was out of sorts.

	"General!" She cried out, short of breath.

	Von Fennec turned back around and reached for the door, hoping to ignore her.

	"Corps is calling an immediate retreat out of Prajna range!"

	Von Fennec stopped and abruptly turned sharply over his shoulder.

	"They've sustained casualties as high as the divisional level. Our southern thrust is broken, we're practically fighting alone, and we're closest to the city." Sherry said.

	Von Fennec blinked.

	To retreat would mean--

	"We can't abandon the Vishap! My career will be over!" Von Fennec said.

	He turned his head sharply every which way, looking for that uppity mutt.

	"Where is Aatto?! Get that bitch out here! We need to extract the Vishap immediately!"

	Von Fennec was losing his sun-addled mind entirely.

	Demure and white as a ghost, Sherry mumbled, "Sir, um, about that--"

	 

	Ayvarta, Solstice — East Wall Defensive Line

	 

	Gulab scarcely had time to guide her shaken troops back into the shadow of the Vishap before the trails of fire appeared far overhead and arced violently down to the bridge.

	"Get down!" She shouted, physically shielding those close.

	She pulled down Loubna and Aditha in time for the first warheads to come crashing down like meteors. Waves of heat washed over the squadron as flames engulfed the bridge, barely contained by the concrete barriers along the edge of the bridge. Ravenous tongues of fire lashed out over the bridge, shrapnel bounced off the top of the barriers and cascaded into the river. They saw enemy infantry, on fire or badly maimed or both, climbing and tumbling and thrown bodily over the barriers and falling to their deaths in the river below, swept up by the current under the stone and out of their sight.

	Though the rookies gaped and gasped at the ruined men, Gulab had long since learned to tune out the immediate casualties of the enemy. She kept everyone in line and urged them to stay down until her signal. This was a god-sent opportunity for them right now.

	From behind the wall, the rockets came relentlessly for what seemed like a solid minute or more of non-stop bursting and blasting, running down like a series of stomping steps all over the bridge from the back of the Vishap and stretching almost to the desert itself. When the pounding of the rockets eased up for long enough, Gulab dared to peek over the wall briefly. Smoke billowed from the scattered fires left in the rocket's wake, and the bridge was pitted and cracked all over from the explosions. There were corpses, charred and charring, and she felt the residual heat from the explosions. It was different from the dry, windy heat of the desert. It was chemical, noxious, it reeked like a coal mine.

	And slowly creating distance was the Vishap, almost to the rubble of the second gate.

	Gulab shook her head and crawled back down to her squadron, who looked at her with their eyes wide open, their hands shaking, their weapons dropped on the bridge-side.

	Seer, in particular, was so despondent and shaken that Gulab knew she was done now.

	"We've only got one more shot at this while the bridge is clear." She said. She couldn't spare time for comfort right now. She was an officer, and she had a mission. It was just like the General, like Madiha Nakar, everything was like she had told her. Everything had to be for the mission. Steeling herself, though she felt uncomfortable with the hardness of her own tone, Gulab continued quickly. "Loubna, Jaffar, you're going to throw fragmentation grenades at the machine guns on top of the Vishap. You'll shut down the guns and I'll run in and jam an anti-tank grenade into the track and stop it. Okay?"

	"Sergeant, you'll die!" Aditha shouted. "You'll absolutely die if you go out there like--"

	Gulab puffed out her chest and stuck her hands to her hips, grinning at Aditha.

	"Hah! You think this hunk of metal scares me? I'll have you know I hunted rock bears in the inner mountains for years. And those could turn on a dime in less than a second!"

	She shook her finger right in Aditha's face, who stared on in speechless confusion.

	"Act your rank, rookie! Rookies don't worry about their officers! It's the other way around! Loubna, Jaffar, you have your orders. Aditha, lead Seer up to the C.P.! Now!"

	Aditha looked at Seer, who in turn was staring at the ground despondently.

	She took her hand by the hand and reluctantly led her away, following the river and keeping their heads low below the wall. Gulab barely watched them go; she had precious little time. Already the bridge was starting to shake, and rock started to fly as the Vishap crunched into the rubble of the second gate, its bulldozer blades and gun blasting into it.

	"Come on!"

	Loubna and Jaffar swallowed hard and followed Gulab as she crouched and ran beneath the bridge barrier and followed close to the Vishap's position. Beneath her she could feel the ground shake from the machine's struggle. She heard its infernal engine pounding so hard that the vibration seemed to overwhelm that of her own heart. She grit her teeth.

	Everyone got into position in the shadow of the Vishap, grenades in hand.

	"Throw now!" Gulab called out.

	Loubna and Jaffar pulled the grenade pins, stood, and each quickly made their throws.

	Before them the Vishap was gargantuan. It was like a mountain enduring falling stones.

	Two explosions consumed the roof of the Vishap in smoke for an instant.

	Gulab had little time to check whether it had worked as she intended. At least for a moment, the Vishap was blinded, and she had her chance. Taking in a deep breath, she jumped, climbed the barricade, and landed on the other side in a run. She threw her anti-tank grenade by its handle as straight as she could, and ran around the back of the Vishap. She heard an explosion and saw sparks flying from under the machine.

	She was on the bridge, running past the corpses of the men caught in the rocket attack.

	It was hot. It was hellish. She peered over her shoulder at the nearby Vishap.

	On the floor, the Vishap's track flew out the back of its churned-up track guard in pieces.

	Gulab nearly caught one of the chunks.

	She stopped dead in her tracks, catching her breath, staring.

	She wanted to laugh. They had done it! They had crippled the machine!

	Then in front of the Vishap, there was a terrible flash.

	Gulab nearly tumbled from the shock of the explosive blast from the Vishap's main gun.

	In moments, the rubble of the second gate vanished, like a door opening before them.

	There was screeching. Sparks went out from the Vishap's side, where metal met rock.

	Beneath the machine, something struggled, metal on metal, something ground.

	Something twisted, something labored, more than it possibly could have.

	Gulab felt the vibration in her stomach, in her throat, punching her adam's apple.

	She felt her heart sink as the Vishap's road wheels began to turn on its injured side.

	It once more started to move.

	Stunned to silence, Gulab's eyes helplessly tracked the machine as it began to inch away, and then they darted to the top, where the smoke had cleared and the two rear machine guns were slowly turning around to meet her. She could almost see the flash of the guns and the flash of the eyes behind the guns, and what she did then was turn, and run.

	At her back twin glowing trails of tracer rounds slashed the air with a ravenous fury.

	Gulab threw herself forward moments into her dash, hitting the dirt in a shell crater.

	She fell in with a corpse and quickly pushed herself under it.

	She covered her head with her hands as the trail of bullets caught up to her.

	Nothing but the sounds of a thousand hornets buzzing--

	Chunks of stone and spent casings and dust and something fluid trickling, trickling--

	Gulab felt a series of impacts along her back and cried out.

	It was like a hammer pounding away at the body on top of her.

	Blood started to pool at the bottom of the crater and she felt cold and numb and limp.

	Her hands shaking, her strength wavering, she pulled the hand radio in her bag to her mouth. Gritting her teeth, shutting her eyes, she drew in a long, labored breath.

	"I'm pinned down behind the Vishap! I need help!" she shouted desperately.

	Briefly she heard Charvi's voice answering back, inter-cut with a sound like gunfire.

	"Gulab, stay down, we can't--!"

	More noise; the radio signal cut out abruptly.

	Charvi was in danger too! But how--

	There was no time to think about it. Gulab had to escape and stop the Vishap.

	All of the blood wasn't hers. It came from the corpse. Nothing had impacted her body.

	She raised herself slowly, and in turn raised the body above the cover of the shell crater.

	She felt the bullets striking around the shell crater, and an impact on the corpse.

	Gritting her teeth, Gulab once more lowered herself into the crater.

	Her eyes filled with tears. She felt helpless to do anything.

	She pulled the radio back up to her face and started turning the frequency dial.

	"I can't wait longer! I'm attacking the Vishap! I'm sorry Charvi! This is my only chance!"

	Even if she was hit by the guns, even if she was killed, she could at least take out the tracks! She was not her father at all. His hard words weren't backed up by anything! Gulab Kajari was a woman who would sacrifice her own life to defend her charges!

	Feeling anxious and overwhelmed and not thinking straight, Gulab thrust herself up.

	At her back, the advancing Vishap adjusted its machine guns. It was not shooting.

	Reloading?

	Gulab quickly reached into the pouch of the dead man and took his anti-tank grenade.

	She glanced it. Her heart nearly stopped when she noticed the expandable fins on it.

	It was a panzerwurfmine! Those things were impossible to use!

	She dropped it back into the crater and grabbed the corpse's pouch.

	Inside she quickly found what looked like blocks of clay.

	"A satchel!"

	Feeling a ray of desperate hope, she stood up off the shell crater and charged.

	Her bomb in one hand, and the radio in the other, committing the last of her strength to either radio in her own death or the crippling of the Vishap. She girded herself for it.

	There was no more time. She closed in as fast as she could.

	There were flashes from machine gun mounts atop the Vishap.

	Twin bursts of gunfire sailed past the dashing Gulab.

	She felt something graze her skin, releasing a sharp, short spurt of blood.

	Gulab's feet went unsteady, and she nearly fell.

	For an instant she felt suspended in water, struggling to gain any ground.

	She thought she could see each individual bullet flying her way, closing in.

	Her cheek was cut; a pouch fell off her side; her hip was clipped, the closest shot yet.

	She was struck then, she knew it, and the force was almost enough to throw her down.

	She hit the button on the radio.

	What would she say?

	"I'm sorry I gave you false hope, Charvi, but you love an utter fraud--"

	But before she could even transmit, someone preempted her and called first.

	"Gulachka, don't worry. 'Mommy's' got you."

	In the next instant, she saw flashes inside both of the machine gun cupolas in quick succession. There were sparks and a brief flame like an incendiary round going off.

	Both machine guns moved to stare in different, haphazard directions.

	There was a shred of light inside each cupola where someone had penetrated.

	Gulab briefly glanced at the wall, where she knew she could see the flash of a gun.

	And she recognized the voice. It was the little blue haired sniper: Captain Illynichna!

	She had saved her! She saved her from the guns--

	Gulab's face went red and she slammed the button on her hand radio.

	"Change your callsign, right now Illynicha!" She shouted.

	"Chto?" went the voice again, clearly Illynichna's. "Gulachka?"

	"I refuse to call you 'Mommy'! Have you no shame?"

	"What are you talking about? I chose this sign because of my deep respect for mothers--"

	"Change it now!"

	Atop the Vishap one of the Cupola swung open.

	A man thrust from atop the tank, his face ruined with scars, blood and burns.

	His shaking hand wielded a pistol at Gulab.

	Before he could shoot, however, he was pierced from the side by a friendly red tracer.

	Gulab took off running after the Vishap, and with her came Loubna and Jaffar.

	"I'm sorry Sergeant!" Loubna cried, a rifle in her hand, "My throw didn't do anything!"

	Jaffar cast eyes down at the floor, perhaps ashamed of his own ineffective attack.

	All of three of them were mere meters from the Vishap, and the Vishap itself was beginning to cross the second gate, and would in moments be within shooting distance of the gate into Solstice itself. It would be able to shoot the first artillery to ever hit the city interior in decades, and the first to ever threaten the Socialist community inside.

	No matter what, Gulab had to prevent this disaster.

	And she had to get through that hunk of metal to assist Charvi as well!

	Her own insecurities, and everyone else's, could be dealt with later.

	"I'm just glad to see you safe!" Gulab said. "I'm going to need your help."

	She raised the hand radio to her lips once more. "Illynichna, what's wrong at the C.P.?"

	Presumably from atop the wall, the Svecthan captain replied. "Frogmen, Gulachka! A sizeable amount of infantry came out from the river and onto the bridge to assist the Vishap. We don't know how they managed it: they must be world class swimmers."

	"Without the Vishap they'll have to retreat." Gulab said. "Illynichna, is Charvi okay?"

	There was an instant between her question and the reply that nearly lanced her heart.

	"Yes, she is alive." Illynicha said.

	"Assist her then! I'll take out the Vishap!" Gulab said.

	"You will what?"

	"Just do it!"

	Gulab pocketed the hand radio, and turned to Loubna and Jaffar.

	All of them were practically in the shadow of the Vishap.

	And they seemed just as helpless against it as before, even if they couldn't be shot by it.

	It took being within meters of the beast, staring it dead-on, to realize how solid every part of it was. How thick the metal seemed, how armored, how invincible. Even the individual rivets seemed unassailable. Substantial battle damage had been inflicted on it, and yet every scar seemed inconsequential while the machine continued to lumber on.

	"Tanks rears are supposed to be the least armored part, but, this is a lot still."

	Gulab found herself able to run right behind the Vishap at its pace.

	"We've only got one bomb." Gulab lifted the satchel to show Loubna and Jaffar.

	"Ma'am, I have an idea." Loubna said.

	She pointed at the top of the Vishap. "If the engine is at the back of the tank, then, there must not be a lot separating those machine gun points from the engine block."

	Gulab blinked. She smiled and grinned wildly. "You're a genius!"

	She speed up the pace and took a leap.

	Her feet hit the track guard of the Vishap, and she climbed up.

	In front of her, two remaining machine guns were busy firing forward.

	Gulab could see the final gate ahead, and the C.P. just off the main bridge thoroughfare.

	There were tracers flying everywhere there.

	Her whole body was screaming with pain and exhaustion. She felt the heat like the cruel beam of light from a magnifying glass, burning the ants below. The Vishap itself was like a frying pan, its armor unbearably hot to touch, gleaming in the sun despite the hundreds, maybe thousands of pockmarks upon its surface. Gulab's head was pounding with bad thoughts and with grave fears and anxieties. It took so much from her to climb onto that machine, and to drop herself inside the ripped-up machine gun mount.

	There was a little drum-shaped space there, sealed off. There was a corpse, and a ruined Norgler with ammunition still laying, protected in a case on the wall.

	Gulab faced the front of the Vishap from inside and set the charge.

	She had maybe ten seconds to spare, so she scrambled back atop the Vishap. 

	There was no time to climb down, and Gulab's strength, sapped by the heat and the stress, would not suffice for it. She threw herself off the machine and onto the floor.

	Below, Loubna and Jaffar rushed to catch her.

	All of them hit the ground together and fell back into a shallow crater.

	And ahead of them, the explosive went off with a greater fury than Gulab imagined.

	She felt a wave of heat and power coming from the blast that knocked them all back.

	Consumed in a beautiful and terrifying flash of light, the rear of the Vishap exploded like a tin can under pressure, ejecting its wheels and parts of its complicated suspension system into the air. Bits and pieces of the monster went flying everywhere like a cloud of shrapnel. Gulab raised her head and immediately lowered it and forced Loubna and Jaffar down; over their heads went a sheet of armor spinning like a thrown chakram.

	The Vishap was propelled forward by the blast, and it slid on the smooth stone of the inner thoroughfare, the jagged metal of its underside and remaining wheels casting sparks as the machine flew out of the second gate, skidded around the bridge and smashed into one of the side barriers, stuck partially off the bridge with its cannon facing away from the innermost gate. Flames played about the massive rupture on the rear of the machine, and its remaining track and wheels spun haphazardly in a futile show of its remaining life. Fluid trickled out of it and spread into a puddle, like blood.

	Gulab managed to force herself straight, sitting knees-down. At her side, Loubna and Jaffar were thoroughly exhausted, and laid on their backs, panting and panicking.

	"We nearly died! We nearly died!" Loubna screamed, checking her body for wounds.

	Her head was cloudy, but in that instant, Gulab felt an incredible sense of triumph.

	She raised the hand radio to her lips. "Sergeant Kajari, reporting one tank down!"

	Almost in the instant she transmitted, an ear-splitting boom sounded ahead.

	The Vishap's gun fired a round and struck the right-hand wall next to the gate.

	Ancient rock chipped off the wall and into the water; there was a sizeable dent.

	Gulab dropped the radio, and felt all of her remaining strength leaving her.

	Had she failed?

	 

	Ayvarta, Solstice — East Wall Defensive Line

	 

	"Ah! What cruel god to have created the waters! I despise them!"

	Though he had learned to swim, Von Drachen was still far from the most proficient swimmer, and all of his men were already up and fighting by the time he extracted himself from the water, breathing heavily and struggling to stand. He was pulled up to the barrier by a soldier in a black wetsuit, and found many more of his soldiers fighting already. They had the good fortune to have hit ground near a portion of the bridge where a tower had fallen over, providing good rubble for cover. His men pulled submachine guns free from waterproof bags and enfiladed the Ayvartan portions near the gate.

	All manner of red tracers went flying over his head as he got settled.

	There was a blazing exchange of gunfire happening as Von Drachen entered the scene. Across the bridge from him there were a dozen Ayvartans around a the remains of a collapsed, bullet-riddled tent, shooting back with a machine gun and rifles. This was likely their command post. Their cover was sparse, however, while his own men had the strong, chest-high concrete barriers. There were Ayvartans scattered all about, fighting ineffectively from any isolated rubble. He had successfully flanked the lot of them.

	And this close to the gate, the wall gunners could not adequately target him.

	Water was vile, but swimming was a powerful ability.

	His own men fought with discipline. They engaged in groups of three submachine gunners, peeking up from the barriers, shooting at targets of opportunity, and then hiding from return fire while three more men attacked from farther up or further down the barrier. Though their position was confined to the left side of the bridge, they had many men and various angles from which they could shoot. While half his men engaged he ordered the remainder to crawl down the bridge and climb the rubble to flank.

	Meanwhile, Von Drachen produced his own bag, and pulled his uniform from it.

	"Keep fighting," he said, "our lively friend is on its way."

	Von Drachen buttoned up his coat and put on his shoes in time to watch the Vishap come barreling through the second gate. He smiled, and he clapped for it, standing up to greet it alongside three of his men, dutifully firing on the Ayvartan position and suppressing it while he showed his support. To be the first man inside Solstice; what an honor--

	In the next instant, the smile on Von Drachen's face twitched as the Vishap exploded.

	Already worse for wear, the Vishap was blown forward by an unseen blast and propelled across the bridge. Sliding on a streak of flame, throwing up rubble and churning up the bridge floor, the crippled superweapon came to rest, wheels spinning helplessly, its gun staring into space, almost off the edge of the Conqueror's Way, with no line to the gate.

	Von Drachen clapped his hands one final time and crouched with his back to the barrier.

	"Hmm. Plan B."

	He waved over one of his men who was crouched with him.

	He had a large waterproof pack with an X marking on it.

	"Alvarez, we're deploying the C-10 on the gate." Von Drachen said.

	Alvarez looked as if he was surprised to be addressed by name.

	Von Drachen, puzzled by the reaction, tried to explain his orders once more.

	He did not count on a far louder sound than his voice rising suddenly nearby.

	A shell sailed over the collecting heads of Von Drachen's platoon and struck the wall.

	Rock and shrapnel exploded out from the impact and rained down on the bridge.

	Von Drachen covered his head.

	"Looks like our so-called superweapon is still alive!" Von Drachen shouted.

	He peered over the barrier, briefly glancing over to Alvarez to find him dead, his forehead crushed by a stone come flying from the wall. He frowned at the sight.

	Seizing Alvarez's explosive pack, he pushed the corpse into the river.

	"Water burials are honored in some countries." He told the rest of his men.

	Many of them stared at him.

	"Look at the road! Our injured friend has company, you know!"

	Von Drachen pointed to the Ayvartan side of the bridge.

	Against the wishes of a shouting officer, it seemed, several men and women desperate to see the Vishap stopped once and for all ran out of cover with grenades in their hands.

	This breach of discipline was most opportune. Von Drachen ordered covering fire.

	His men rose as one from behind the concrete barrier and opened fire.

	An overwhelming amount of submachine gun bullets crossed the bridge from their side.

	Not one of the Ayvartan runners made it to the Vishap's corpse.

	Not one Ayvartan gun responded to the salvo. His men fired continuously on them.

	Von Drachen took the opportunity and jumped the barrier with the C-10 in hand.

	He ran as fast as his feet could carry him, crossing the no-man's land, ducking fire.

	He was within breathing distance of the gate, the closest any enemy had gotten to--

	Just as he raised his head to behold the great wall and its gate, he saw a muzzle flash.

	Overhead, one of the wall guns fired on the Vishap at an oddly direct angle.

	Von Drachen watched as the shell flew downward from the wall and struck the Vishap.

	There was a colossal explosion.

	Such a blast could only have been generated by a 152mm gun or higher, but, he had seen all the aerial photographs, and he read the plans their collaborators in the Republic had given them, and various other sources. He knew all the guns on this wall were 76mm caliber at the largest, with the bigger guns used as indirect artillery behind the wall.

	He looked briefly up again, and he thought he saw her.

	He saw her red eyes, staring down at him in disdain.

	Von Drachen dropped the C-10 pack, and made for his own side of the bridge.

	He reached for his hand radio, carefully preserved in a waterproof bag.

	"Von Fennec, it is likely I will be captured now. My new plan is to escape Armaments Hill somehow and attempt to undergo a guerrilla or sabotage campaign inside the city, and--"

	His clearly stressed voice was met with dismissal from the other side.

	"One moment," said a woman's voice.

	In the next instant, Von Fennec took to the airwaves himself, scoffing.

	"Von Drachen you're not going anywhere! We're protocol thirteen, and I need you there to keep things controlled. She's coming to get you and the Vishap! You'd better live!"

	Von Drachen looked out into the desert, sighing. "I'd rather be captured."

	

	

	On the bridge below them, the Vishap came to a halt, its legs chopped out from under it.

	"You did it, Kajari. I hope you survived it."

	"I'm sure she did, Madiha."

	"I've got to make good on it now, Parinita. Let's go."

	Atop the wall, Madiha watched with anticipation as Agni and a pair of engineers slid the gun barrel into the completed mechanism of the 152mm howitzer and fastened the recoil buffers tight, finishing the assembly of the gun. It was unmounted, merely sitting on the floor of the rampart without its carriage parts or gun shield, and its optical and ranging equipment lay on the floor as well. There were various other unused parts around.

	There were also five shell crates containing pieces of the gun's two-part ammunition.

	"I completed my miracle." Agni said. "It normally takes eight people an hour, you know."

	"With all due respect General, that gun will fall apart after a shot or two, and in its current state, its too unstable to be accurate anyway," one engineer remarked.

	"She knows. I explained all of this." Agni said, in her toneless, matter-of-fact voice.

	"Yes Sergeant! I am just sincerely hoping this gun needn't be used." He replied.

	Madiha smiled. "You're dismissed, corporal. See if you can help with the gate."

	She waved away the two men helping Agni and waited for them to be gone.

	"Parinita, hold me from behind, okay?" Madiha said.

	Parinita dropped her radio headset on the floor and stood behind Madiha.

	"Agni, you load and fire, on my signal."

	Raising one curious eyebrow but otherwise inexpressive, Sergeant Agni nodded.

	Madiha took in a deep breath, and focused on the howitzer on the floor.

	Her eyes went red and her head felt hot as she pushed gently on the howitzer.

	It vibrated gently and began to rise off the floor.

	It was the heaviest thing Madiha had ever moved, she thought. She could feel her body tense up, and her brain, also, tensing like a muscle at the limit of its endurance. Her hands shook and she grit her teeth. She was out of practice for this sort of thing, but the howitzer was moving, sliding gently across the ground over to the rampart. Her shaking arms and legs steadied a little, and she lifted the howitzer off the ground a few meters.

	Her head felt like it would explode, so hot and tight was the sensation.

	"I've got you, Madiha. You can do this."

	Parinita embraced her from behind, one hand around the waist, and the other perhaps a little too close to Madiha's breasts than appropriate, but Madiha didn't mind then. Having the touch of a healer, Parinita could cool off the burning sensation Madiha felt when she pushed too much or invoked the fire inside her. She could feel Parinita shaking behind her, however. There was a slowly building pain, pinpricks of it, in her brain.

	"Madiha, I'm having to go through a bit of effort myself." Parinita said.

	She felt her lover's grip tighten, and her chest press against Madiha's back.

	This was such an effort that Parinita was being taxed trying to keep it controlled.

	But Madiha had the gun over the rampart, and she was pointing it down.

	"Now, Agni!"

	Agni, staring silently at the spectacle, blinked her eyes rapidly.

	"Yes ma'am."

	She quickly picked up the heavy projectile portion of the shell, unlocked the breech, and shoved the object inside. Behind it came the brass-colored propellant casing, a long, thin tube. Once both pieces of the shell were inside the gun, Agni locked the breach tightly.

	"I'm firing, ma'am! Get ready!"

	Madiha took a deep breath, and Parinita tightened her grip.

	Agni pulled the firing pin.

	For Madiha it was like trying to hold back an earthquake. She felt the force of the gun diffuse into the air and it was as if she was holding the piece not with her mind but with spectral arms that could be shaken, and that were shaking, and it took all her strength to keep the gun from wobbling as it fired. A bright muzzle flash followed the ejection of the shell, and the recuperator simply couldn't handle it, and the gun started to come apart.

	All eyes turned to the bridge, where the shell sailed into the front of the Vishap.

	The explosion that followed consumed the front of the Vishap in smoke, and nearly knocked the hulk fully off the bridge. It just barely managed to hang on to the stone.

	When the smoke cleared the damage was immense. All of the concrete and armor in an area the size of a watermelon had collapsed inside and left a smoking pit amid the face of the Vishap. A quarter of the gun mantlet was blasted off and the rest came unseated, and the gun hung half-out of the orifice, almost like an eye plucked from its socket.

	That was the end of the Vishap. Madiha let go of the howitzer.

	Agni took a step back as the gun came crashing down onto the rampart, spilling apart.

	One recoil buffer went flying, the recuperator was crushed, and barrel twisted off.

	But it had served its purpose. This ramshackle gun had finally put an end to the Vishap.

	Madiha looked down at it from the ramparts.

	"Tell the Svechthan mountain troops and the snipers that they're clear to rappel down."

	Parinita nodded her head and let go of Madiha slowly. She was breathing heavily from her exertions, but smiling and triumphant. Even Sergeant Agni looked relieved after her own efforts. There were enemies invading the bridge, but with the Vishap gone the existential threat to the gate was gone with it, and they could rally once more. Even as they spoke, Madiha could see her troops rallying once more and the frogmen and their officer on the bridge beginning to retreat back closer to the water they came from.

	"Tell HQ that the eastern sector is tentatively clear--"

	Madiha felt an eerie, sudden chill that prompted her to quiet suddenly.

	It was as if there was a sound, distant, just on the edge of her ability to hear it.

	Her pupils dilated, and red rings began to burn around her irises.

	She looked down at the bridge again, gritting her teeth, her hands smoking.

	"Madiha?" Parinita asked. "What's wrong? You're burning up!"

	Parinita rushed to her side, and applied her healing touch.

	Madiha felt her eyes sting so badly she started to tear up.

	"Something's coming." Madiha said, words drawn from some ancient, prophetic sense.

	 


71. BERSERKER

	48th of the Lilac’s Bloom, 2031 D.C.E

	Ayvarta, City of Solstice — Armaments Hill

	 

	Premier Daksha Kansal saw the smoke trail from the Prajna shots trace the sky outside her window. She steepled her fingers on her desk, and waited for news. For the Prajna to fire required her authorization: she was informed of every target, of the ammunition to be used and the aftermath of the attack. Prajna ammunition was valuable and hard to manufacture. It was quite alarming then, that the Prajnas had been fired several dozen times since the Nochtish army moved within its 50 kilometer maximum range.

	While she waited, she went over a packet of disparate combat reports given to her by her SIVIRA, the overall HQ unit for the Golden Army. There was no connection between the reports: a battle report from Sahr, a month ago; three weeks ago a skirmish between a patrol unit and an elven forward element around Kharabad; five days ago, a sniping shootout between a special agent of the KVW and a Jager from the Nochtish army.

	There was only one connecting thread. All of the men and women highlighted in these reports for their heroics, gallantry, and exemplary bravery in holding back the enemy, had died cementing their legends. Daksha had to review each case so she could write a letter awarding them the title of Hero of the Socialist Peoples. It would have been an affront to them to simply send a form letter to their grieving parents. Every Hero Daksha crowned would receive a full accounting. Even if she had to spend hours and hours.

	She never shook; she never wept. She had given every tear years and years ago. But she was not an automaton. It was exhausting work. Her eyes often wandered away from it.

	Often she begged silently for any respite from it.

	Sometimes, like on that day, there was a knock on the door.

	"Come in." Daksha said.

	Through the double doors, a small entourage of blonde-haired, blue-eyed and blue-dressed Helvetians arrived, accompanied by a single Ayvartan staffer from the SIVIRA. Chief among them was Larissa Finesse, a comely blond woman with a cold expression, dressed in a bright blue coat and fur cap that seemed utterly out of place in the Ayvartan spring. She arrived, nodded her head toward Daksha and stretched out a hand.

	Daksha shook with her at arm's length, briefly and with a face just as dispassionate.

	"You look professional, Premier. I am pleased with how you've made up." Larissa said.

	"Are you here to flirt? I'm not interested." Daksha replied with a grin.

	Larissa turned up her nose and crossed her arms at the jab. "I am not predisposed toward older women; at any rate it is not flirting, but relevant to my purpose."

	"You know the city's being shot at? I thought you'd have run farther north."

	"I am staying here." Larissa said bluntly. "I'm not some lend-lease bean counter, I'm a diplomat, and Solstice is a diplomatic nexus. I am unafraid to remain, Premier."

	Daksha had to admit, she thought low of Larissa, and this was turning her around.

	"I appreciate it. So, why have I been blessed with a visit from so fine a lady?"

	Larissa narrowed her eyes.

	"Now who's flirting?"

	Daksha chuckled. "I'm married now, you know."

	"That has never stopped anyone."

	"You'd know?"

	Both women seemed to then become aware of the staffers staring at them.

	"At any rate," Larissa finally said. "Helvetia is on a war footing for the first time in many years, Premier, and the Helvetian people are still very ignorant of our allies. I wish to run a series of propaganda ads and filmed shorts on both you and Stahl. I want to sell you to the Helvetians, and in so doing, sell your nations to them to build confidence."

	"And you're starting with me? Stalh would have flirted you all through the night."

	Daksha always had to get in the last barb. It was not altogether untrue; she took this line of attack because while Larissa made a career for herself shouting hoarse about what a tyrant Daksha Kansal was, the Premier knew foreign diplomats tended to mingle in their work. And there was no more bothersome libel than one which was partially true.

	Some of the staffers chuckled, while Larissa closed her fists and glared daggers.

	"Don't tell her I said that." Daksha winked. It was bad diplomacy, perhaps, but Helvetians were irksome, and also too beholden to Ayvartans now to be able to begrudge anything.

	Larissa scoffed. "Behind the makeup and the suit you're still a vulgar bandit, I see."

	Daksha raised a hand to her chest, in a mock girlish way. "Larissa, you'll find I possess many qualities beloved by the Helvetians, starting with my sense of humor. Why, I am also a strong advocate of human rights, and a complete, unrepentant féministe."

	"Yes, well. Unfortunately, you will be allowed to make that rosy case." Larissa said.

	It was true that Daksha was still rowdy at heart, but she was a popular leader now.

	To this effect, Daksha had changed just a little. She had her hair cut shorter, and she arranged it in a bun. She wore reading glasses, and even a bit of makeup. She felt like a strict school teacher, all prim and proper and dolled up. She wore the same uniform, but laden with impressive titles and awards that inspired confidence and served as evidence of her leadership skill. For once in her life, she was wearing her Hero of Socialist Labor medals. Her physical appearance had changed a little too. There were a few more lines of age creeping around her eyes, mouth and cheek, creasing the dark skin. Her hair was a little more white in places and less black in others. She was less fit; not lifting as much.

	All part of her transformation into the metaphorical mother of the Ayvartan people.

	Like Lena, she was to be a symbol of the motherland, a literal socialist mother.

	Her wayward children were under her wing, protected, guided, provided for.

	She received a starring role in posters and newsreels and other propaganda. In her customary uniform, with her hair in a bun and glasses on her face, looking sternly at cowards and thieves, smiling reassuringly at the injured, gazing solemnly at soldiers on the battlefield and grinning with delight at soldiers in battle performing heroic deeds. Premier Daksha Kansal: military leader, civilian star role model, and yes, mom to all.

	Some of her propagandists went as far as to suggest she become a literal mother until she snapped and told them of both her lesbianism and the inability of even the notorious "gender miracle worker" Dr. Willhelmina Kappel to give a child to two sapphic women.

	Despite the artifice, it was useful now that she had the eye of people beyond Ayvarta.

	"I look forward to seeing what becomes of me once the footage is cut." Daksha said.

	"I've half a mind to edit them as I used to with my editorials on you. But I'll be gentle."

	Larissa was hissing venomously now, which was music to Daksha's ears.

	"We should begin filming post-haste." She said, once she had collected herself from her momentary anger at Daksha's scandalous attacks. "Getting some war footage will show everyone the state of Solstice. They will be sympathetic and will cry with us for justice."

	Daksha lturned her head to get a quick glance at the state of the capital.

	Since the "siege" of Solstice had begun it felt like the sky overhead was turning grey from all the shell smoke. Solstice was changing. It was becoming hardened to this state of war. Looking through the glass leading to the balcony, Daksha could see the sky and much of Solstice's skyline stretching out below. Armaments Hill was one of the highest points in Solstice, and the city flowed outside that window like the texture on a complex painting, the bumps of millions of small houses, the sharp, thick thrusts of the city's few 'scrapers, ten and twenty stories tall, the deft twists of the brush that created roads, and the walls, the massive walls that protected them all, stone giants in the horizon standing sentinel.

	Solstice was enduring a pounding today, but all of those trails in the sky that signified war, were also emblematic of resistance. They were fighting; and yet undefeated.

	In that, Solstice had not changed. It was still The Invincible City in the red desert.

	And Daksha had to make sure that it remained as such.

	"Very well. But I'm waiting for the results of an attack. I should have them soon--"

	Before Larissa had a chance to hear her defer the meeting, the double doors opened suddenly and without a knock for a rather mismatched pair of folk Daksha did not remember ever meeting. Larissa gave them a quizzical look as they walked up to Daksha's desk, and bowed their heads together. She and her staff stood aside. Man and woman, but it was clear they had no connection. He was a Helvetian, blonde-haired, blue-eyed; blue uniformed, too. An older man with groomed facial hair and a beret.

	She was a young woman, perhaps around Madiha's age, svelte and fit, her skin a light tan, her green eyes folded in the way characteristic to easterners. Likely Kitanese, she was fairly tall, long-limbed, elegant, mature. She dressed in a refined, sleeveless shirt that resembled the top half of a mandarin gown, along with a pair of tight silk trousers and cloth shoes, all a resplendent green. Her hair was cut above the shoulder, brown and loose but fine and groomed, her bangs swept so as not to cover her eyes and the rearmost locks of her hair flared ever so slightly up, like a bird's raised tail feathers.

	"Premier, it is an honor." said the man. "And Lady Larissa, I did not expect to see you, I apologize, but I am fresh off the boat as I can be. I am Captain Hayter Durand of the Helvetian Naval Expeditionary Forces: East. I am glad I could make it here so quickly. When I heard Solstice was under attack, I feared the worst. Sorry about the short notice."

	Daksha chuckled. "It was such short notice that I wasn't notified at all." She said.

	At Durand's side the girl raised a delicate hand to her painted lips and laughed.

	Larissa glared at Durand, and especially seemed to target his rank insignia.

	"Excuse me, Premier, Lady." Durand said. "I spoke with the war counsel, Chakma--"

	"It's fine, you're here now." Daksha said, quickly and bluntly. "I'm interested in why a Helvetian would leave the Eastern theater for the South, and especially why he would be in a hurry to meet in this besieged city. You are a long way from your post, Captain."

	"Yes, we would all like some explanation." Larissa said, in a deliberate, venomous tone.

	"Apologies. I was part of the task force assigned to transfer manpower requested from Helvetian commands to the Golden Army for Lend Lease." Durand said. "As per the terms of the Pact. The Helvetian Expeditionary Corps has been fighting for some time already, but, Helvetia promised you an army, and we have delivered the rest of that army today."

	Durand nodded with a smile toward the young woman, and she bowed her head.

	"I am Yanyu Zhuge, commander of the Kitanese 8th Route Army." She said.

	Yanyu spoke in a way that almost magic. Her voice was lovely, for sure, but it was the easy, fluent way with which she handled Ayvartan that was most captivating of all. It reminded her of when Madiha spoke foreign languages. It was almost as if she was not saying anything foreign, but instead was simply being understood no matter her speech.

	There was an air of refinement and a breezy regality to her that was quite stunning.

	"Zhuge, the star of the Kitanese communists. I've heard of your exploits." Larissa said.

	She crossed her arms and continued to glance between icily Durand and Yanyu.

	Daksha blinked and looked over the girl. "I see. You're far from home also, comrade."

	Yanyu crossed her arms over her breast and smiled easily at Daksha.

	"Premier, it is because I recognize this is the true battleground of world communism."

	Durand seemed to shudder at the concept, but he aired none of his thoughts on it.

	Larissa's expression remained unchanged.

	For Yanyu it seemed natural, every word she said. In fact, she seemed subtly eager.

	"Your homeland is facing its own communist struggle. I don't know that I can in good conscience accept your forces here, while your homes and comrades are in danger."

	Daksha did not really mean that. She would take any forces she could get. Not out of desperation, at least not yet, but to stack the deck. Every rifle was a good rifle where she stood. However, she wanted to test Yanyu. She wanted her to say something revealing. Daksha had little contact with the Kitan Red Guards since their inception. She had sent nominal aid, along with Svechtha, but both countries wanted to lay low on the world stage, and openly stoking the flames of Kitanese civil war seemed a fool move then.

	She wondered whether Yanyu held a grudge. Whether Yanyu had an agenda here.

	Perhaps it was because she just got done talking to a snake like Larissa, but Daksha was skeptical of this development. The Helvetians, bringing communists here to her? And Larissa seemed surprised and vexed by this. Surely this kind of thing was her doing?

	Waiting for her answer, Daksha watched as Yanyu put on a cheerful, girlish smile.

	It was a smile that reminded her eerily of another little daughter of the revolution.

	It broke, momentarily, that air of reserved, mature, empress-like determination.

	However, her words were just as easy, just as fluent as ever, even in that girlish voice.

	"Premier, should communism fall in Ayvarta, it would have no hope in Yu. We read books from you and Lena Ulyanova in our schools in the mountains of southern Kitan. Nationalist tyrants burn your books as they burn our villages; Hanwan imperialists do the same. We have our own words and concepts and ideas, and our own identity as communists, and so we are aware that we cannot suffer the loss of Ayvarta. Our words aren't being burned. Kitanese communism is patient and well-guarded. Do not worry."

	Daksha felt almost moved. Some part of her was still on its tiptoes, claws ready, subtly wondering if she was being deliberately disarmed. Yanyu looked completely innocent. She was telling the truth, Daksha thought. She believed, like Madiha believed. She talked like that girl did. Raised on the red books, selfless in sacrificing herself for other's sake.

	She glanced at Larissa, who in turn closed her eyes and seemed to take a step back.

	"Very well. So this army is part of the forces Helvetia promised." Daksha said. For now she had to hold back her latent drive to praise and cheer the young, and remain neutral toward Yanyu. Instead she addressed Durand again. "However, Kitan has never been part of the Pact agreements, since its recognized government is unwilling to speak with a communist nation. So I must ask where Helvetia stands on using the Kitanese for this."

	"I would comment, but it seems I have been circumvented."

	"I apologize, Lady Larissa. This was part of the wishes of the Kitanese under Helvetia's charge, and a decision of the Helvetian GQG." Durand then turned to Daksha. "There's not just Kitanese people in this army, Premier. Lady Zhuge should explain this--"

	Yanyu joined in. "A sizable part of the 8th Route Army are communist volunteers from other parts of the world. Communists from every continent are among us: Aglians, Ayvartans, Borelians, Yuans, Occideans, and even a battalion of Nochtish communists."

	"So Helvetia started a volunteer drive for us?" Daksha asked.

	Larissa openly and disdainfully shrugged.

	"Negative, Premier." Yanyu said. "These were people inspired to fight for Kitan based on their own convictions. Many have fought imperialism for a decade now. They organized among themselves and decided to leave when the 8th Route Army left Kitan and came to fight here. Not all of them ascribe to our views. Some are liberals, I'm sorry to say; some are anarchists; and so on. But they have traveled with the struggle for longer than I."

	"So they're irregulars." Daksha replied, a bit coldly. That detail mattered, and she was not as happy to have received from Helvetia a dozen battalions of ragtag fools with a poor materialist analysis of the world as opposed to a modern Chasseur division or three. Was it not lady Tsung herself who said to struggle against liberalism? This was disappointing.

	"Don't worry!" Yanyu waved her hands in front of herself as if to dismiss the concern. "We're all disciplined and we will follow your rules. Besides, the volunteers are only one division and I've got three. My reliable Red Guards compose the other two divisions."

	Had Daksha never met Madiha before, Yanyu would have looked ridiculous, a girl not even out of her twenties talking about her divisions like she knew what war was. However, Madiha and her entire warring generation existed. This was their war, a war that young people fought and led in. Yanyu felt like her country's miracle worker.

	Which made Daksha feel almost guilty when she decided then and there to keep her.

	"Alright, I appreciate the aid, Yanyu Zhuge. It is an honor to have you here."

	"Premier, do not thank me yet. I have not yet been useful to you, and furthermore, I lend my aid in part because I would like to ask a favor of you." Yanyu said. "And I believe Mr. Durand's GQG friends have a favor to ask from you also. You are welcome to decline."

	Daksha blinked, and leaned forward, steepling her fingers once more. "I am listening."

	"I would like to meet Madiha Nakar." Yanyu said, her voice suddenly serious.

	"That's all? You could have met her for free. She's like my daughter." Daksha said.

	Yanyu looked a little surprised and a bit red in the face and averted her eyes.

	"Lady Larissa, and Premier Kansal." Durand said with a more serious air than before. "My message from Army GQG is this. Helvetia is right now fighting the Nochtish forces in the Arctic ring and we are also preparing for land invasions of Mauricia and Afarland. We hope to be in Lubon in a year's time. We absolutely require Ayvarta's help in creating another front, this one in Kitan and the far eastern sea, if Solstice survives the year."

	Daksha tapped her fingers together in the steeple. This was sudden.

	It would not be the last sudden thing that day.

	Before Larissa could vent her growing outrage at this demand and her lack of a role in its inception, and before Daksha could say even a word in response, the air in the room grew very still and thin. All sounds they wanted to emit were then stifled and quenched.

	In front of them, Yanyu's eyes glowed.

	Green rings appeared around her irises, and she seemed to shake in place.

	"She's coming." Yanyu said, as if in a trance. "Madiha's in danger."

	 

	? ? ? ?

	 

	To the outside world it seemed Loupland was covered in a perpetual snow.

	In the spring, however, Loupland thawed just like the world beyond the arctic sea.

	Green grasses peered from under their blanket of snow. Flowers, covered in cold dew, rose from the earth, seeking the returning sun. It was the eye in the storm that seemed to consume the little country. A respite from the blizzards. In days gone by, the folk would have come out to till the fields and hold markets and dance under the festival wreaths.

	Times changed, but at least the children still laughed and played.

	That spring, a little girl from the village decided to go climb the mountain. She did not climb far, but she climbed far for a child. For a child, she felt she had climbed the entire mountain, in her kirtle and smock, getting dirty, laughing aloud and alone. She climbed over big boulders and ran up little hills and after an hour or two she could look back and see the village below her like a little brown square etched on the green and white earth.

	On that day and atop that climb, the little girl met a demon on the mountain.

	She was scared at first, to see the creature bundled up in a cloak, huffing and puffing and making noises to scare her away. But her curiosity led her to draw nearer to the monster and to stare into its eyes, and she laughed and called it a little imp and ruffled its cloak.

	"I'm not an imp." said the creature dejectedly.

	"Can I stay here and play?" asked the village girl.

	"Whatever. Don't tell anyone about me." replied the imp.

	She returned the next day, and found the imp again and brought some food.

	She found the imp not wanting for food, its lair strewn with frozen bones.

	She returned the next day and brought the imp toys since it was clearly a child.

	She found the imp to be a girl by her choice of a doll, which she clung to tightly.

	She returned the next day and brought the imp a kirtle and a little smock.

	"I don't wanna dress up." said the imp dejectedly.

	"Will you dress up for me?" asked the village girl.

	"No!"

	And the imp dressed in the kirtle and smock, but kept her cloak wrapped around herself.

	"I'll come back with more tomorrow!"

	"You really do not have to."

	She returned the next day having brought a blanket, stitched up into a cloak.

	"Will you wear this for me?" asked the village girl.

	"Ugh."

	She helped the imp into her new cloak.

	She found the imp had a furry little tail, and she wagged her own furry little tail.

	Day after day, the village girl awakened early, ate her porridge and drank her milk quickly, and ran off laughing and smiling to the mountain to play with her newfound friend. She showed her friend many things from the village, fruits and toys and sweets. The imp barely played, choosing mostly to watch, but it was enough that she remained. She followed the village girl wherever the village girl wanted, and they explored the caves and crevices of the mountain, and climbed higher and lower, and had fun.

	One day the imp stopped the village girl and spoke to her in a new voice.

	"Want to see something strange?"

	"Yes! Show me!"

	Eager to learn anything at all about her new friend, the village girl followed the imp to a spring formed out of thawing ice, where the imp reached down into the water, and took from it a big fistful of frost. As her hand rose from the water, the spring froze where the fist had entered, the little waves and ripples on its surface etched hard in the ice.

	She really was a demon! A demon that could do witchcraft! It was amazing!

	Never had the village girl been this excited.

	"Promise me you'll keep it a secret."

	"I promise!"

	"Don't tell anyone I'm here."

	"I won't! I never have!"

	And so the village girl returned home, and every day she would leave for the mountains to play again, and she enjoyed many moons of the thaw season in this fashion. But the thaw season was too short for the village and too short for the girl. Soon the snows began to blow over Loupland once more, and the thaw season, and its thaw jobs began to wane.

	Despite this the village girl was resolved. Whenever she had no lessons or finished them early, she would put on her coat, put on warm leggings and thick boots, and she would go out, though the mountain was treacherous and slippery. Though she even took a few bumps, the village girl was very brave and made it to the Imp's hideout without fail.

	"Stop coming here." Said the imp.

	"No! Lets play."

	Reluctant as always the little imp would play with the village girl.

	"Soon we'll be separated by the ice. Or something else." said the imp.

	"No! Lets play." replied the village girl.

	She made a great effort to meet her friend whenever she could.

	However, the village around her was changing. With the coming of the snow, there were more people walking the street with nothing to do, crowding the shops and bars, being loud. There was a lot of tension in the air, and it felt dangerous to go outside, but the village girl kept going, heedless of anyone's caution. Her routine went unchanged.

	One day, however, without her noticing, three men followed her right to the mountain.

	They had bottles in their hands, and strange expressions on their faces.

	"Every bloody day you leave the village, and come here, for what? Ain't nothin' here."

	"Little girls shouldn't be running around making a racket when the village is struggling."

	"You're too carefree! It pisses everybody off. What's up here that's so special?"

	They reminded the village girl of her own father; drunk, jobless, shouting every word.

	She felt very nervous, and could not answer their questions, and it made them irate.

	"Didn't your mother teach you respect? Huh? You think you can look down on us?"

	One of the men shoved the girl down at the maw of the imp's cave, and she cried.

	In the next instant, the imp stepped out from the shadowed rocks.

	She gazed coldly at the men and they gazed quizzically back at her.

	"Who's this? Why she hiding out here? Who's daughter is she?"

	"I'm nobody's daughter. Go away."

	Confused, the drunks commiserated while the imp stared all of them down.

	"Huh? What's with that tone, you brat? You think you can talk to us like that?"

	All three men had emptied their bottles and held them like clubs.

	Across from them the imp stood unfazed.

	Her tail stretched straight behind her, and her ears were raised in alert.

	Meanwhile the village girl tried to calm everybody down.

	"She's not bad! She plays with me! She's just living out here. She doesn't mean any harm."

	"You shut up, you brat. You wanna get hit again?"

	One of the men raised an arm to strike the village girl with cruel ease.

	In mid-air, the arm stopped moving.

	The Imp's eyes turned icy blue.

	"What is--"

	Suddenly the man started to scream.

	His raised arm started to shake, and his whole body contorted in pain. Dark black veins threaded visibly through her skin, becoming harder and sharper as if the blood inside them was thickening, hardening, stretching. Everyone present watched in horror as the man's arm started to peel away along lines of the sinews like a blossoming flower of skin and gore, and the stem, blood frozen sharp right under his skin, glowing, and glowing!

	The captive man was in such pain and terror that he could not scream anymore. He slobbered and twitched and hung as if his arm was dangling from an invisible shackle, suspended by some unknown force like a sack of meat, the blood in his veins freezing.

	"Aatto no!" shouted Petra, little village girl Petra who only wanted everyone to get along.

	"It's a witch! It's a witch! Kill her! Kill her!"

	In an insane frenzy the remaining two men charged past their dying ally, bottles in hand.

	"I'm sorry Petra, but you can't hear what is in their disgusting heads like I can."

	Aatto, Petra's friend, the mystical little imp of the mountain, raised her hand and without expression, pushed on the men and sent them flying off the mountainside, their bodies twisting and smashing and clinging to the snow and rock, collecting into balls of slush and blood. Blood drew from her nose and from her eyes, her glowing, icy-blue eyes.

	Petra saw it, the blue steam that emanated from Aatto whenever she committed this sin.

	She rushed to her friend and hugged her around the waist, weeping openly into her.

	"Why are you crying?" Aatto shouted angrily. "They were going to hurt you!"

	"I'm not crying for them." Petra said, sobbing and screaming. "I'm crying for you!"

	At Petra's touch, the steam started to calm, and Aatto started to shake. She wept a little.

	"Shut up, Petra. I did a good thing for once. I did a good thing." Aatto muttered.
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	"Aatto! Open up!"

	Atop a wooden staircase, Petra banged on the door of the camp's command center module, a small air-conditioned mobile home set on the bed of a tank transporter. She saw beads of water dancing on the shuttered windows, and could feel air coming from under the door, so she knew Aatto was inside. She banged on the door twice, but there was no response. Behind her, General Von Fennec tapped his feet on the step impatiently.

	"Why did she lock herself in here? I'll have you both know this is my command center!"

	Petra sheepishly turned to the General with her hands clapped together as if in prayer.

	"Ah, well, Aatto really doesn't like the heat, anything above 20 celsius is bad for her see--"

	"Get that door open this instant, and that punk out in the desert fighting! Now!"

	"Yes sir!"

	Petra twisted sharply back around to face the door and started to twist the handle.

	She brought a foot up to the door and kicked it, doing little to move it.

	Though she had basic combat training, Petra Hamalainen Happydays was not a fighter, but a support officer. Specifically, a radio operator, as well as deputy to Lieutenant Aatto Jarvi Stormyweather. She was, compared to the tall and fit Lt. Stormyweather, smaller, plumper, and far less capable of battering down a door. She stopped for a moment to tie her golden hair up into a ponytail, her tail swishing to and fro with excitement.

	This pause to gather herself before her next attack prompted Von Fennec to scoff.

	"Good god you're all so useless. Out of my way!"

	Von Fennec pushed Petra aside, and put his shoulder up to the door.

	In the next instant, the General charged the door, and the door suddenly opened.

	Von Fennec tumbled into the room, smashing into the carpet.

	Petra stood at the doorway, her hands raised in alarm.

	"Petra," someone mumbled in an aggrieved-sounding tone.

	Inside the command center, behind Von Fennec's desk, was Aatto herself, seated sloppily on a rotating chair with her arms dangling, her head thrown back. Her black uniform jacket and shirt were both unbuttoned down to the belly, bearing glistening brown skin and a hint of muscle -- and well over a hint of her breasts, her brassiere's central clip snapped apart so as to almost fully bare them also. Her hair was down, long and black. She was sweating like, well, a dog; all of her body was profusely moist, and her icy blue eyes looked like they would roll back into her head. Her tongue lolled out of her mouth.

	"Petra, I'm dying." Aatto said. "Petra it's 44 degrees. I am going to die here."

	Sighing, Petra wiped sweat from her own brow and maneuvered around the fallen Von Fennec as carefully as she could. She rushed to Aatto's side and immediately fastened her brassiere back and started to unbutton her shirt and jacket, trying to save her dignity.

	"Aatto you're an officer now! And in an army of men! You can't behave this way!"

	"Petra, I'm absolutely going to die. I am melting." Aatto mumbled.

	She fixed Petra with a pathetic look. She had absolutely beautiful eyes, even then.

	Petra tried not to stare too deep into them as she fixed the Lieutenant back up.

	"Aatto, you slob! You barbarian!"

	Petra sighed again, and behind her, Von Fennec helped himself up from the ground.

	"You have a mission, you witch! You monster! Go out there this instant."

	"Petra, I'm so hot." Aatto said, ignoring Von Fennec.

	Von Fennec grit his teeth, while on the chair Aatto swooned and slumped.

	"Aatto!"

	Petra raised a hand to Aatto's brow and found her blazing hot.

	She couldn't spot any of the blue steam, the sign that Aatto had overdone it with her ESP.

	So it was not a supernatural malady -- that fact scared Petra even more.

	She could, somehow, heal Aatto's self-inflicted psychic wounds. But she couldn't heal this.

	"She's burning up, General!" Petra said.

	Von Fennec stood, silent, stupefied.

	"If I lose her, and the Vishap, and Von Drachen. My career-- no, I'll be over! I'll be killed!"

	He rushed to the desk and started shaking Aatto.

	Petra grabbed hold of him and shoved him back.

	"This isn't helping, General!"

	"Do something Petra! Do something for God's sake!"

	"I regret so much. I'll never get to marry Petra." Aatto said.

	Von Fennec blinked and stopped struggling. Petra covered her mouth, scandalized.

	"WHAT?" She then shouted.

	"We'll never get to raise a litter of pups--"

	"EXCUSE ME?" Petra shouted again.

	Von Fennec took a step back from the chair and rubbed a hand over his mouth.

	He then suddenly kicked the chair, knocking it from under Aatto.

	"Lieutenant Stormyweather, I order you to assault Conqueror's Way this instant! Your sexual deviancy will be overlooked if you succeed!" General Von Fennec shouted.

	On the floor, Aatto started laughing uproariously, and the room suddenly cooled.

	It was as if all the heat of the desert had been extinguished with a thought.

	"Will do, General Von Fennec! Just give me some water and a target." Aatto said.

	"There's an entire goddamn river where you're going! Move! Both of you!"

	Petra, mortified, red in the face, and far more tantalized by these sapphic ideas than any good girl of Loupland should be, stormed off with her hands balled into fists, stomping.

	Aatto raised herself off the ground, and looked out the door with distress.

	"Wait, Petra! I wasn't kidding! Let's get married!"

	She ran out the door herself, Von Fennec staring at her back with gritted teeth.

	Like Petra, he too knew the weapon that lurked inside that oafish bush-tailed girl.
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	Conqueror's Way felt quiet once the Vishap ceased to be.

	Without the rumbling of its tracks, the roaring of its engine, the cruel shouting of its gun; the cracking of ordinary rifles and the puttering of submachine guns felt insignificant. There was still a battle beneath the wall. Nochtish frogmen and Ayvartan rifle troops exchanged sporadic gunfire on opposing sides of the bridge in front of the gate door. Though Drachen took an early advantage through deceit and the superior fire of the submachine gunners against the bleary-eyed, exhausted Ayvartan troops on their last clips of rifle shot, they were still fighting under the shadow of the wall. They were alone.

	And thus the outcome seemed to become suddenly fixed against them.

	Madiha Nakar's eyes were burning. She wiped tears on her sleeve and complained of sand in her eyes to deflect from it. Parinita could see the effects, but remained quiet.

	"I have to get a closer look." Madiha said, as if asking for permission.

	"Be careful." Parinita said. Though she had once told the General that it was her duty to command and not to endanger herself unnecessarily, she understood the circumstances.

	And she trusted her lover to return to her.

	Madiha turned back to the desert.

	There was something out there, something eerie and foul. Wary of its presence Madiha surveyed the battlefield beneath her, spotting the Vishap's final resting place on one edge of the bridge. Could Nocht have uncovered a power like the Majini or some other aberrant monstrosity? It was those things that usually had this effect on Madiha.

	It would be a dire scene indeed if Nocht deployed some supernatural aid to get back their machine. Before whatever was out there could pounce upon her, Madiha had to decide the remainder of this battle. "On my signal, I want creeping fire all across the bridge!"

	There were nods and salutes in recognition. "Yes ma'am!"

	"I'll direct it from below!"

	Without warning Madiha grabbed a rope and a kit of mountain gear and descended the wall, rappelling down the side at a quick but careful pace. She dropped alongside several Svechthan mountain rifle troops whom she had called in as reinforcements. Though the bridge gate was still out, Madiha had ordered engineers to drop rappelling cables and rope ladders, and for climb-capable troops to go down and fight and then help in evacuating back up the wall. Atop the wall, snipers and machine gunners anchored themselves to the stone and leaned over the ramparts, weapons trained on the enemy.

	They would provide cover for all of these affairs, but served a second purpose also.

	Soon as she hit the ground, Madiha raised her revolver pistol and shot into the air.

	"Across the enemy side! Annihilating fire!"

	Atop the rampart, the machine gunners and snipers opened up on Nocht.

	Opposite the bridge from the Ayvartan positions, a storm of gunfire swept across the stone. Blazing automatic fire punctuated by the heavy sound of BKV anti-tank sniper rifles brought the Vishap to life again in spirit, drowning out the frogmen and their submachine guns. Behind the cover of the bridge the river ran red; a dozen men seemed to drop like a line of dominoes into the water, riddled with bullets that fell like rain.

	One man stood suddenly alone in the squall, leaping over the bridge wall to safety.

	He looked dazed for a moment, crouching behind rubble with a pistol in hand.

	Madiha cracked a little grin as she approached the Nochtish officer, brandishing her revolver. She casually walked around the stone that the officer had put his back to; she pressed the barrel of her gun on the back of his neck. Suppressing the heat and tears from her eyes as much as she could, Madiha ordered the man to stand, and he did.

	Slowly, the man turned around with a wan look on his face.

	Grinning viciously, she pressed the gun up against the bottom of his chin, raising it up.

	"Drachen, isn't it? You've a knack for this, I see." Madiha said.

	Opposite her, Gaul Von Drachen raised his hands and smiled suddenly.

	"Ah, how ironic; while on the one hand I am in quite a bind, it is bittersweet to finally achieve recognition as a nemesis. Even in such a situation as this." Von Drachen said.

	"I recognize that you're a consistent failure." Madiha said.

	Von Drachen shrugged as much as he could in his condition.

	"We try things. Sometimes they work." Von Drachen said.

	Madiha had to admit to herself that this moment felt intoxicating.

	This feeling of triumph, superiority. She had crushed him. She and her troops had struggled so much; they had lost lives, they had been pushed back to Solstice. And after humiliation and humiliation, this was a victory. Not a Pyrrhic victory, not a fighting retreat. Nocht failed to breach the wall -- any of the walls -- and lost a multitude of units and now, one of their premier generals. And that last catch was Madiha's to reel in.

	"You're going to try a cornucopia of new things, Drachen." Madiha said, giving in a little to that ferocious side of herself. "A procession of interrogation rooms, a few hearings with the Ayvartan Military Tribunal. Maybe a firing squad." She cracked another grin.

	"This is so unlike you." Von Drachen frowned. "This stock military personality. I preferred that air of arcane mystery, that-- that angelic, child-like naivety, that rounded out your killing edge. Mayhap I can speak to the other Madiha Nakar right now?"

	"Shut up, Von Drachen." Madiha said.

	Who did this idiot think he was? To speak to her with such familiarity?

	Von Drachen sighed. "I'm distraught. I wanted your war to be outsider art."

	Madiha swung her revolver and struck Von Drachen across the cheek, drawing blood and knocking him to the floor. She acted on reflex; she was angry, and his despicable, performative familiarity hit a raw nerve. She hated him. She wanted to kill him.

	Her fingers shook on the trigger, but she mastered herself in time.

	Turning her head, she called for one of the Svechthan mountaineers to come closer.

	"Restrain him and lift him up the wall. I want him confined to a solitary hot box and curing in the sun before the gate is repaired!" She said, shouting out an order.

	At once, the mountain troops grabbed hold of Drachen and began to work on him.

	Madiha turned from her defeated foe to the Vishap while her soldiers restrained him.

	Though much of the machine had been damaged, there was enough of it left to perhaps reverse engineer some of its remaining complicated systems. Madiha was not an engineer, but she thought its ability to bear the load of such massive armor and still move must have been mechanically impressive after its trip through the desert.

	"Once the gate is repaired I want that hunk of metal dragged inside." Madiha ordered.

	Alongside her, inspecting the tank also, Charvi Chadgura saluted in recognition.

	"Yes ma'am!"

	She turned back to the tank, and then slowly turned to the side, staring off the bridge.

	"Something wrong?" Madiha asked.

	There were were heat mirages that warped everything exposed to the light of the sun. Solstice was scorching, a hot plate of a region with more desert than some countries had land. Madiha had gotten used to the heat, more or less, but when it came time to get her bearings she did not have the eyes to beat the mirages. Staring in the same direction as Chadgura she saw the sand and the river shore dancing, and the sky no more stable.

	Then Chadgura turned to the bridge, and pointed.

	"It's Gulab." She said.

	Her face expressionless and her tone void of emotion, Chadgura stretched her out and Madiha's eyes followed the line of it to the bridge ahead. Three small figures tumbled and tossed in the mirages; when they were close enough to penetrate the illusions, it was clear the bodies belonged to Gulab Kajari and two of her subordinates. Gulab was unarmed, roughed up; her braided ponytail was pulled almost free of its characteristic twists, her face was caked in grease and blood and dirt, her hands were shaking. The two privates with her looked no better. They stopped short of the General, and of the Vishap they sent to the slaughter, and bent to their knees, gasping for breath, barely speaking.

	"Cloud," Gulab began, breathing ragged, "Cloud, over there. Weird cloud. Coming."

	Madiha ripped the binoculars from Chadgura's belt while the latter rushed to put a knee down beside Kajari and look her over, administering first aid on several wounds.

	"Ow! That, stings, Charvi,"

	"Be brave. I love you."

	Through the binoculars, Madiha stared over the heads of her lovebird subordinates and into the desert, where there was indeed a gaseous mantle spreading forward from the dunes. Though at first she wanted to believe it was the khamsin, or a run of the mill sandstorm brewing up, Madiha knew it was not dark enough nor quick enough to be either of these things. There was no characteristic blowing of sand, no trickle of cutting wind to build into a true desert storm. This was some other anomaly entirely.

	Her eyes began to burn again. She could feel it; inside the cloud.

	She threw the binoculars on the ground and produced her radio.

	"Sound the biohazard alarm! Nocht's launched a gas attack! Evacuate everyone off this bridge now, right now!" She shouted. "Right now!" She put down her radio and ignored the protests of the receiving operator who wanted standard procedural confirmation.

	Chadgura, Gulab and the younger soldiers all their snapped their heads up in alarm.

	"All of you need to run away now!" Madiha shouted.

	From her hip pack, she produced a gas mask.

	Gulab's face went pale. "You can't go out there General! If it's really poison gas--"

	"I'm going to confirm." Madiha said. "Run now! That's an order."

	Madiha shoved past Gulab and in parting pushed her as if to take the first step for her.

	She charged away, donning the mask, as the cloud started to move over the bridge.

	Madiha looked over her shoulder once, to see if her order was being followed.

	She saw troops starting to go back over the ropes. Gas masks were handed out.

	Gulab was protesting, but Chadgura and her subordinates pulled her back and away.

	Everyone saw the cloud now. They could not overlook it. It was as if the sky had been drawn to the earth somehow. Thick white gas emanating from seemingly everywhere swallowed up the landscape ahead, progressively picking up speed from walking to running pace as it approached. Conqueror's Way fell to the devouring mist. It was unlike anything the desert had seen before, and Madiha was running right into the center.

	Her eyes burned so bad she thought they'd turn to jelly; she fought to suppress the feeling. She broke through the cloud, almost expecting it to eject her, to solidify and smash her to pieces as if she'd ran into a brick wall. She felt instead the gas parting, and an eerie, desiccating cold, an antithesis of both the dry heat and clinging humidity she was used to. This was not poison gas. She knew that. She'd always known it.

	She just wanted everyone to get out. She knew there was something dangerous here.

	Her vision was limited; the gas mask was restrictive. It must have been how horses felt--

	Madiha felt a pinprick, a shock, a bolt of something from her side, that told her to duck.

	She dropped suddenly mid-run.

	And she felt something big and heavy going over her head.

	Madiha skidded clumsily to a stop on the ground, and cast off her gas mask.

	She found a chunk of something glistening, transparent blue, smashed into the bridge.

	"Huh. You avoided it."

	Amid parting mists on a ruined bridge in the middle of the great desert, two primal forces met, eyes locked on one another. Madiha felt the burning ever worse, as she laid eyes upon the woman in the black Nochtish uniform with the eagle on her peaked cap. Long, black hair, dark skin, and icy eyes; tall, lean, powerful. She carried herself with an easy, careless gait, her furry ears twitching, her fuzzy tail curling in the air as if with the wind itself. Something about her provoked a psychic revulsion. Madiha felt the horrid twinge of hatred, twisting at her heart, gripping her brain in frustrated malice.

	She mastered herself, as much as she could. She was shaking.

	Both of them were shaking. She saw the woman's clenched fist, quivering.

	Her eyes seethed with icy mist the way Madiha's raged with smoke and flame.

	"Get out of my way."

	She was pushing; just like Madiha pushed. But she was pushing with her voice.

	She was trying to control Madiha. Nakedly, openly, casually, and without remorse.

	Gritting her teeth in anger, Madiha stood up from the ground defiantly.

	Her counterpart smiled. "Oh shit! You can do it, can't you?"

	As the woman said this she reared back and pitched something at Madiha.

	Almost instinctively Madiha pushed and swatted a baseball-sized chunk of hail away.

	"Ha ha! You can! So I can't just fuck with your head like I do everyone else then."

	"What do you call it?" Madiha asked. "ESP or Magic?"

	"The Doctors say ESP and the Church men say Magic. I don't care."

	Neither of them was speaking the same language. Madiha could tell from reading her lips that this woman was speaking some form of Nochtish, and Madiha herself was pointedly speaking in standard Ayvartan. But they understood one another, the words from their lips both perfect for the physical motions of their speech and yet, understood, universally. They were both people who could fundamentally understand anything.

	Madiha realized that this was their Madiha. As she was the Warlord, maybe this was the--

	She knew it immediately. This was the Champion.

	"Madiha Nakar." She said.

	Across from her, the woman grinned viciously.

	It reminded Madiha too much of her own grin, when she felt the ferocity rise in her.

	"Aatto Jarvi Stormyweather."

	Their next instant went fast as lightning.

	Madiha threw a hand forward and pushed, and in the same instant Aatto pushed back.

	There was a glimmer in their eyes and a blinding flash in the world.

	Like a curtain drawing and shutting, the mist blew apart and settled back in a second.

	Madiha's hand snapped back painfully and she slid a meter away.

	Aatto drew back as if she'd been charged to the shoulder, gripping her wrist.

	Neither could flick the other away as they had gotten used to doing to objects, to pests.

	"You know, that shit makes me kinda mad." Aatto said.

	"You and me both." Madiha replied.

	There was something ushering them forward, driving them insane.

	A weight, a rushing force that prevented them from turning.

	There was history at their backs, more than the 2031 years they even knew.

	And it bayed for blood.
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	Wordlessly, the battle began.

	Madiha's wrist had barely recovered from the previous clash when Aatto jerked her arm toward the side of the bridge as if grasping for something that had fallen from her hand. Madiha saw the foam washing up along the sides of the bridge before the wave came flying over the barriers. It was not as a wave should be, it was not a long sheet of water; it was water sliced from the source, contorted, shaped into a weapon. Madiha pushed on herself and leaped out of the way as river smashed into the bridge where she stood.

	Behind her she left a hole, bored clean through the bridge as if by a drill.

	Around the rim of this orifice was a sheet of ice.

	Everything had happened so quickly and yet the action and reaction both seemed so eerily natural and understandable to Madiha, as if it had all been rehearsed for her.

	E.S.P. was like touch, like smell, like sight; active and passive all at once, innate.

	It took seeing Aatto's E.S.P. to really understand.

	Madiha was being pushed to use it, where before she loathed to.

	It was the battle that was pushing her. But it was also something else.

	Something frighteningly like an instinct.

	"You're not like any of the spoonbenders at the Institute." Aatto said.

	Madiha taunted her. "Are they all savages like you?"

	She needled her.

	Aatto grit her teeth, and turned sharply to the other side of the bridge with both arms up.

	Water started to rise once more.

	She opened herself up. She committed her E.S.P. and Madiha would punish it.

	Madiha drew her pistol and in a blink put two shots into Aatto's forehead and nose.

	She staggered back with a cry, seizing hold of her own face in pain.

	Along the sides of the bridge the water harmlessly descended.

	"God damn it!" Aatto cried. "Right to the face? To the face? And I'm the goddamn savage?"

	Blood had drawn from her enemy's forehead. But when Aatto started to peel her own hand away from its reflexive grip on her wounds, Madiha saw cracks, as if on glass, that were merely dribbled red. She had not been killed, or even seriously wounded.

	"Should've known there was nothing important there to shoot." Madiha said.

	"Ha ha." Aatto grinned viciously. "Very funny. You don't get it, do you?"

	"I do."

	She had some kind of armor on her body.

	Did she cover herself in ice? Madiha realized that must have been it.

	Her mind started to race. How many layers? How deep? What sort of attack would--

	As Madiha had done before, Aatto pushed on herself for speed.

	"You're not the only one with tricks!"

	Madiha wasn't the only one learning.

	In an instant Aatto had made her way to Madiha, so close that Madiha could feel the cold emanating from her body where warmth should be. Where Madiha was wreathed in fire as she used her abilities, Aatto grew colder, steaming with an inhumanly icy aura.

	Growling in anger, Aatto threw a punch.

	Pushing away from it, Madiha sidestepped the attack and found Aatto briefly vulnerable.

	Madiha drew a knife and tried to engage in close quarters combat, but Aatto was not fighting by the book, not by anyone's book. Army combat manuals taught effective fighting for disabling and killing enemies with fists or knives, but these counted on human enemies behaving in human ways.  When Aatto swung around to meet her, she was not moving nor behaving like a human. Her speed was such that Madiha could do little to retaliate but to drive the knife toward her enemy with all her strength and pray.

	Thankfully for her, Madiha was also inhumanly quick when she needed it.

	Her knife met Aatto's flesh before the woman could swing again.

	Cracks formed as she struck the base of the neck, where Aatto's head and torso met.

	It was no use. Madiha found her blade caught in the icy armor, drawing little blood.

	Aatto shrugged it off, and grabbed hold of Madiha, taking her in a brutal embrace.

	"I was afraid if I pushed on myself too hard I'd break my body, but you did it so easily."

	At the moment she improvised those steps, Madiha felt no regard for her own safety. It wasn't a technique she had honed, it was spur of the moment. Everything in this battle felt like a spur of the moment idea, a figment brought to life by two inhuman minds pitted like dogs inside a cage. Only new brutality and new evil could come of their fight.

	She would have to think fast once more, because Aatto was innovating too.

	Aatto took a deep breath and suddenly squeezed. Madiha felt the air going out of her lungs, and though she tried to push back, Aatto was using all her power to keep her grappled. But she saw an opportunity. Arms forced to her sides, Madiha turned her wrist and stabbed Aatto in her rib. She could only muster short thrusts but she pushed on each.

	Her own wrists screamed in pain, but she could feel the knife digging into Aatto each time as if it had been swung with the full force of the arm. Blood and ice splashed out.

	Despite this Aatto stood undaunted. She grinned, and she laughed.

	"You ever wrestle before? Up north we love it."

	She enjoyed it; Aatto liked hurting people. Aatto thrived on power.

	Or she was an idiot who talked too much.

	Madiha pushed again -- on herself.

	She thrust her head forward and butted foreheads with Aatto.

	Blood from the woman's forehead spilled over Madiha's nose and mouth.

	For a moment they were frozen, a brutal sculpture to this messy, primeval battle.

	Forehead-to-forehead, blood to blood.

	Madiha could feel the chaos in Aatto's head, as if a storm brewing from the wound.

	She was angry, angrier than she had ever been. She was sad and hurt and furious.

	"You think you're better than me. You think you got me this easy. I hate it. I hate it!"

	Aatto started screaming. She was emotionally unstable; she was losing control.

	She squeezed tighter, and forced a gasp out of Madiha. She was choking her now.

	"You think you're better than me! I feel it! You think I'm trash! AND I HATE IT!"

	Aatto pressed Madiha tighter against her chest, set her legs, and pushed.

	Madiha could feel the strength of the psychic thrust as Aatto launched upward.

	Mid-air, Aatto swung the other way and made suddenly for the ground.

	Her mind started to fog; Madiha desperately pushed on her other wrist and broke it.

	She twisted the hand holding the pistol, and twisted the finger on the trigger.

	She twisted the pistol toward Aatto's chest, between them.

	"Use your inside voice--!"

	Madiha forced the words out before unloading a magazine into Aatto.

	She saw shards of ice go flying from Aatto's back in six different places.

	Bullet penetration; that armor had shattered.

	Blood splashed from her belly and chest, and her grip slackened dramatically.

	Madiha pushed away from her and from the ground.

	For an instant Conqueror's Way shook, just enough to perceivably disturb the skin.

	Aatto and Madiha hit ground. The two landed meters apart and on their backs.

	Recognizing from the terrible pain what she had done to her hand, Madiha screamed.

	She grit her teeth, and with her remaining, functional hand she pushed herself up.

	Over her shoulder, she saw Aatto slowly forcing herself up on violently shaking knees.

	She turned around to meet her, and watched as the ice around her wounds melted.

	Her armor turned to water, and turned to blood. It started to seep into her wounds.

	Madiha winced from the pain in her wrist. "How many lives do dogs have?"

	She was no good at taunting, but she knew now that Aatto had no self-control.

	That was an advantage, even if it didn't look like it right then.

	"Shut your fucking mouth, you stuck-up little princess!"

	Princess? Had she read Madiha's anxiety? Had Madiha left herself that open?

	Or was it just low-key misogyny?

	Without warning Aatto peeled a chunk of ice as if out from the air itself and launched it.

	It was needle-thin and ultra-sharp, a wedge shaped knife spinning through the air.

	Madiha ducked under it, and realized the cloud around them was a mortal trap to be in.

	There was a reason Aatto made this cloud, and it was not just for cover.

	Aatto controlled water. She controlled moisture, she controlled the droplets in the air.

	Whatever merciful old gods prevented Aatto from simply peeling all of the blood out of Madiha's body with her E.S.P. were not as keen to keep her from wielding all the rest of the water around them. And there was a lot. In their every breath, in the air itself, in the river that rushed below and around them. There was a lot of water. It belonged to Aatto.

	All this time Madiha was matching E.S.P., but she had to recognize her core competency.

	Aatto was water and Madiha was fire. However much she feared the flame that was her legacy from the conquerors and emperors old and maybe new, she had to wield it now. Though she hated that flame that linked her to the Empire she destroyed, if Madiha did not stop Aatto now, there would be nothing keeping her from the walls of Solstice. From her people; from the nation she gave everything up to found; and from Parinita.

	There seemed to be no other way. She had to burn Aatto to death.

	But fire was not so easily brought to bear. Madiha couldn't just take fire out of the air.

	She realized that she could take something else.

	"Even during a tantrum, you like your clouds a consistent, moist 2 degrees or so."

	Madiha, having seen the cloud, knew how to influence it almost on instinct.

	Or maybe she knew because Aatto knew.

	She raised her hand in front of herself and snapped her fingers together, producing a flame on her thumb as if from the end of a match. She did not push on this flame the way she did to objects and even to herself, but she caressed it, nurtured it, fed it, spread it. An aura of fire grew from the match on her thumb to cover the immediate area.

	Aatto stared in stunned disbelief as the cloud around her started to heat up and dry out.

	Beads of sweat drew from Aatto's forehead, and became little wisps of vapor.

	"I prefer a nice 50 degrees." Madiha said. "Are you melting? Should've stayed up north."

	Around them the thick, fluffy blue cloud was turning almost to sand, dry, dark, choked.

	Even Madiha was straining to breathe in the heat. Aatto, however, was despondent.

	She grabbed at her throat, coughing, sweating, covered in vapors. Her knees buckled, her tongue lolled, hanging dry from her mouth. Her eyes started to tear up, but the tears were evaporating even as she wept them. It was a horrifying sight.

	"No, no, no, no, no--"

	Aatto grit her teeth.

	"No! Stop it!"

	She stamped her feet into the earth, and her eyes flashed blue, and the vapors chilled.

	Madiha felt an lightning-fast instant of cold and reflexively resisted.

	Her nose bled; she felt a sharp pain as if a knife had excavated a vein in her brain.

	Her hand shook, and the fire spreading from it started to twist and hiss and sputter.

	Within moments, the blue spreading from Aatto overtook the dark heat in the cloud.

	Madiha's influence was snuffed out, and she staggered back, holding her head.

	Her eyes were bleeding, and her nose was too, and her vision was foggy.

	She should have realized it. She was not strong enough. Not like when she was a kid.

	She was spent; she had been debilitated by the deeds she performed in her youth.

	Aatto had never been challenged, not like Madiha had been. She was still at her peak.

	Madiha's legs quivered, and she dropped to one knee, unable to stand.

	Gasping for breath, and laughing cruelly between each gasp, Aatto stumbled closer to Madiha, as the cold started to mount and the latter's body to shake both with the pain she had caused herself and the unbearable environment around her. She had been able to suppress it when her special fire was at its peak, but weakened and vulnerable as she was, Madiha was just a little girl of the southern continent facing down a raging blizzard.

	Aatto's sweat started to freeze up, and she collected it into a jagged chunk.

	She put the weapon to Madiha's temple, staring down at her with malice.

	"I came here for the idiot who is too loud and the useless hunk of metal; but you've convinced me that while I'm here I might as well take your walls and your life too."

	She raised the icy pick into the air to bring it down on the helpless Madiha's head.

	Madiha did not blink or flinch, she couldn't have even if she wanted to.

	She saw Aatto thrust down and in a blink, saw her thrust away on a sudden gale force.

	Aatto stood her ground as much as she could, but she was forced a step back by the gust.

	"What the hell--?"

	Madiha found her vision blocked by the appearance of a new figure.

	Standing guard, with her hands open in front of her in a defensive stance, was a young Yu woman, dressed in an eastern style. She glanced over her shoulder at Madiha, her characteristic eyes soft and almost admiring, and smiled at her.  She looked untouched by the carnage around her, even as she had so suddenly moved. Her brown hair was done up with a pair of picks, and from the back, the ends flared up like a bird's tail. It was immaculate. Her skin bore not one bead of sweat nor the touch of Aatto's frost.

	Her green eyes glowed softly yellow and she gave off an aura like a slight breeze.

	"General, I am humbled to stand between you and the enemy." Yanyu Zhuge said.

	 

	Ayvarta, Solstice City — Conqueror’s Way, Eerie Cloud

	 

	It is as true that I can win this contest as it is true that I cannot.

	Everything in the world could be understood and analyzed.

	Yanyu Zhuge knew this to be true. Theirs was a world of contradictions and struggles, but everything in it could be understood by human minds if they made a human effort.

	Anything that couldn't be understood now could be understood later.

	Any obstacle could be surmounted; all it took was to escalate the effort to surmount.

	These guiding principles allowed Yanyu to face the roaring enemy with a calm face.

	"Fuck! Another one then? Well, if you're interfering, then it's your funeral!"

	Aatto was shouting so loud that her voice was breaking.

	Tired of being toyed with by Yanyu, the dog-eared woman from Loupland practically glowed with energy, encased in an aura that hissed with steam and cracked like ice.

	She leaped back to her feet from the ground and charged at Yanyu without restraint.

	As if viewing a beast raging from behind protective glass, Yanyu did not waver.

	Minutes ago, a little bird had told Yanyu that Aatto Jarvi Stormyweather was volatile, stubborn, and a believer in the doctrine of overwhelming force. Yanyu heeded the bird.

	"A gentle hand,"

	Though the irate hound swung with a fist that could tear neck from head on impact, Yanyu did not give up even a step in her protected direction. She moved into the attack as Aatto closed on her, and she swept with one hand in front of her, and in a fluid motion she caught and turned away Aatto's punch with nothing but the back of her hand.

	"--guides a solid fist!"

	In the next instant Yanyu countered. Just as Aatto realized that she had failed to connect, Yanyu moved, swinging against Aatto's momentum and putting her fist like an iron wall right in the woman's way. She connected with paralyzing force, crushing Aatto's rib and causing the woman to stagger back, her feet shaking, her mouth drooling, eyes popping. Aatto swayed and shook as if standing amid an earthquake, and like a breeze blowing away a stack of paper, Yanyu flowed from her punching stance into a two-handed push, and blew the hound a dozen meters with a powerful gust of air, sending her tumbling.

	Aatto hit the ground screaming and raging with a voice that needed no air to howl.

	Despite the sound and the fury, Yanyu merely shifted back to her earlier, relaxed stance. She held her hands out in front of her, but they were not tensed, nor ready to grip. She was fluid, open, gentle. She had a confident expression, neither grin nor grimace.

	Behind her, Madiha Nakar lay on her knees, shaking in place, bloody and disoriented.

	Her mind was still taxed from her exertions. Yanyu couldn't even be sure she was conscious. She had gotten too bold, and she was not used to being bold with fire.

	Yanyu was used to struggling with the air; Aatto was an expert at intimidating water.

	Whatever the old stories said, their power did not come from nature. Nature was in fact quite inimical to their manipulations. Yanyu did not control the wind. She struggled with it. Wind was an authority, a power, an oppressor, a thing older and greater than her in every way, and she fought it for every scrap it would give. Aatto was not loved by the water, but it feared her. She tormented it with the icy cold of her heart and home and made it her own. Meanwhile, Madiha's relationship to fire was confused. Fire itself was apathetic to her; but she hated it. Such a relationship was erratic and it caused her grief.

	"General, Chairwoman Tsung once said, 'War can only be abolished through war'. I wanted to say those words to you because I greatly admire you, and I want you to heed them. That is all: this lowly girl will hold her tongue until you desire it henceforth."

	A little bird had told her she should say that to General Madiha Nakar.

	Fulfilling missives that little birds brought her was one of Yanyu's objectives in life.

	She thought she saw a gleam of recognition in Madiha's eyes after that, but the General was still stunned and barely breathing and could not possibly move nor respond.

	There was a scream from farther down the bridge.

	"You think you're cleverer than me? Listen, bitch, I've seen the wind work on glaciers--"

	Yanyu spotted water flying in from the sides of the bridge, gathering over the head of an Aatto Jarvi Stormyweather who had stood back up from a devastating attack as if mostly unharmed, barely panting from lost breath. Aatto forged a sphere of water the size of an outhouse, and in a flash, she froze the fluid solid and dense, holding it psionically.

	"--and you don't have years to push this one away!"

	Aatto screamed and swung her arms, and as if thrown from them like a bowling ball, the sphere of ice struck the ground and slid at mounting speed toward Yanyu and Madiha.

	As the missile hurtled toward her, Yanyu felt a thrill of nervous excitement and fear.

	She was human and flawed just like anyone. She could only project calm, not own it.

	Yanyu straightened the fingers in one hand and held the other close to her chest.

	She fought with the air, she insulted it, she besmirched its honor, and it grew turbulent.

	Though by outward appearances she was a polite, respectable girl, Yanyu was very rude.

	Her target, however, could speak to no one but her, and was not so inclined.

	As it was goaded, so did it react. Yanyu stirred the chaotic air around herself.

	She saw the boulder and moved faster than her breath.

	In one perfect chopping motion, she brought down her arm.

	So powerful was the chop that the cloud around them also split in half down the center, creating an eye within the storm. It had the force of air itself, air primeval. It was psionic.

	A crack several meters long formed along the bridge and the boulder split into two.

	Both halves of the orb flowed perfectly past her and past Madiha.

	Knocked off their course, the projectiles burst through the walls on either side of the bridge and went down into the river. Two massive pillars of water rose where the missiles struck, as if live ordnance had fallen in the river in place of the ice. Water sprayed and splashed over them all, as if it was raining suddenly. Yanyu teased the air, and it kept her immaculate amid the tidal waves, and Madiha, too, was protected.

	Aatto closed her fists and drew in a deep breath.

	Several smaller projectiles, like stalactites hanging in the air, appeared around her.

	"There's so much more where that came from! Just step aside!" She shouted.

	Yanyu Zhuge knew she struggled against a hopeless situation, defending the precious general Madiha Nakar, the child of fire, from the depredations of the volatile Aatto Stormyweather of the waters. She had the sense that she could not accomplish the objective of "killing" Aatto Stormyweather. A little bird had told her as much.

	Aatto had been killed before, many times. She defied conventional death.

	So long as there was water, she would be back on her feet.

	However, there was more to defeat in war than death.

	Sometimes death was merciful.

	In response to Aatto's shout, Yanyu merely took up her stance once more.

	In perfectly fluid Nochtish she replied, "Reactionaries are paper tigers."

	Frustrated, Aatto unleashed her projectiles in rapid succession.

	Yanyu left Madiha's side and leaped into the air.

	She sailed clear over the icy spikes and they crashed into the ground where her feet had laid. She swept under herself with one hand, blowing a gust of wind that scattered the shrapnel away from Madiha, and propelling herself higher. She shot into the sky, and seemingly converting all her momentum she snapped suddenly toward the ground.

	Aatto braced herself for an attack, but found Yanyu instead breezing a step past her.

	She found herself seized by the belt, and lifted off the ground, and spun in the air.

	Yanyu twisted Aatto several times as if preparing a sling and then hoisted her up.

	Pushing on herself and on the air around them, agitating the wind and lessening its resistance, collecting strength in her arms and in the fluid motions of her swing, Yanyu spun Aatto a dozen times and launched her like a bola into the sky and toward the desert. She threw her at the velocity and arc that a gun might launch a shell.

	Aatto went flying without resistance. She soared toward heaven with no control.

	Out in the desert Aatto would have no allies and no water. She'd live; but harmlessly.

	Her forces would retreat, defeated first by Madiha militarily and now again in spirit.

	They would live and regroup and return because Yanyu knew she was not going to conclusively defeat Aatto this day. But she was going to protect Madiha. She would win--

	Yanyu followed Aatto's body through the parting cloud.

	She felt a jolt of fear and her eyes drew wide at an inexplicable sight.

	Far overhead, Aatto's body burst like a popped bubble, disappearing instantly.

	Just then a little bird brought a missive to Yanyu.

	Yanyu's entire body shook, her eyes burned with the grudging passion of the air.

	You underestimated Aatto Jarvi Stormyweather, said the little bird, she is no savage, she is not a brute, you lost your humility, you fell to pride, she tricked you, she ambushed you.

	Yanyu had thought she felt little to no undue emotion for the past several minutes.

	But overwhelmingly, she knew she had felt pride. She had felt superiority.

	She expressed her pride in her every motion, in every rehearsed step she took.

	Yanyu had the power to tell many things ahead of when they would occur.

	She had manipulated the air with pride and she in turn, was manipulated by pride.

	All around her, there was water.

	When she turned away Aatto's attack, water had gone everywhere.

	Now Aatto rose suddenly from behind her, right out of the water.

	She trained a zwitscherer pistol at Madiha's temple, taking her hostage.

	"Oh, what's wrong? Got taken advantage of by a fur-tailed savage?"

	Yanyu stared, speechless, her jaw shaking, her eyes so wide they were tearing up.

	Aatto laughed at her. "I was a bandit in Loupland for years! I did nothing but set up ambushes on people who thought me some lowly beast! How's it feel to be just like the Noctish you so despise, communist? Both in your ignorance and in your desperation."

	Aatto psionically pulled back the bolt and prepared the gun to fire.

	"You two have made me really irate! I am still shaking mad. And I have all the power here, because you care about this girl a lot, don't you? Madiha Nakar. So you'll do what I say, or else she'll even more literally brain-dead than she looks right now. Got that?"

	She turned the gun against the stunned Madiha's head as if twisting a knife.

	Yanyu's mind was racing.

	She was not ready for this turn; everything had changed suddenly.

	Back home, she had always acted so methodically. To a point, she was always ready.

	And when things changed, it wasn't so dramatic.

	Then again, she had never met someone like herself before.

	Someone who made events change dramatically. Someone who fought history.

	Sometimes for better.

	Often for the worse.

	"Don't do it."

	Madiha Nakar had a miserable, resigned look in her face.

	"We do not bow to the wishes of the imperialist. Yanyu Zhuge, kill her."

	"Shut up! I'll shoot you!"

	There was no fear in her eyes. There was fire again. Passion. Misguided passion.

	"So be it! Yanyu Zhuge, split her in pieces and split the pieces after that. Crush every bone, cut every sinew, splatter her brain! Let's see her reform herself from that!"

	Aatto and Madiha struggled and Yanyu sighed, frustrated, exhausted.

	There was Madiha Nakar's relationship to fire once more.

	Self-hatred and a death wish paired with a grudging excitement toward violence.

	 

	Ayvarta, Solstice City -- South Wall Defensive Line

	 

	Wave after wave of Nochtish infantry, sappers and armored vehicles hurled themselves at the walls of Solstice. The staggered marching ranks that appeared so clean over the hills broke into irregular masses as they approached the wall. Every incoming column lost scores of men and machines to an endless barrage of machine gun fire, howitzer shells and soon, the howling secret weapon of the Supreme High Command: rockets.

	Blood, by the metric tonne, stained the white sand the color of wine. Piles of bodies choked up foxholes and makeshift trenches made by the previous barrages and exposed the new columns to more gunfire with less hiding places. Smoke from the shellfire and overheated machine guns lingered and turned the day dim; but the endless gunfire was a blessing, because the stench of gunpowder and fire and the unending din of the barrages and roaring of cannons drowned out the sheer absurd reek and riot of death.

	Standing at their walls, the Ayvartans quietly manned their guns, every minute of shooting at least eroding their minds less than the bullets eroded northern flesh.

	For some, it was a sight they were desensitized to, and with eyes wide and unblinking, they bore witness to a blur of indistinct violence. For others, it was justice, and they howled to their comrades that the imperialists were serving their time for their sin. These folks were welcomed, because the validation kept the rest a little more sane.

	For a very select few, it was a disturbingly joyful chaos that they outright enjoyed.

	Sometimes, over the endless cacophony of machine guns and howitzers, Brigadier General Nadia Al-Oraibi could hear the cackling of her colleague Brigadier General Gazini as she watched the unfolding carnage. Her expression was rapt, bright green eyes following the bombs across the sky and then twisting with laughter once they splashed fire and metal on some unsuspecting Nochtish unit, wiping it from the sands. She raised a machete into the sky and pointed out enemy units for the nearby wall gunners to attack, who then tried their best to oblige their superior. Gazini was easily pleased.

	"Bravissimo gunnery crews! Splendido! Carve up the earth and drop them to hell!"

	While the slightly out-of-place elf cheered on the gunners, the calmer General raised an eyebrow at the sight of the last ammunition truck parked behind the wall, its stores rapidly depleting. It had arrived an hour ago and none since had come to replace it.

	Despite the volume of fire and the loss of life, this situation was untenable. They were unprepared for such a sudden attack; Nocht should have been 50 kilometers from Solstice, and any penetrations through the desert should have been no bigger than company-sized. Nakar had warned of deep strikes from the open desert, but who listened? Nadia had thought the probabilities too small. Now she was enacting a plan that required days of preparation with hours instead. Everything was a mess.

	They had to break the Nochtish forces, to destroy their will to fight, and soon.

	It would at least buy time to figure out what the front line looked like anymore.

	Nadia pulled back the sleeve of her uniform to check her watch, and turned to the radio man at her feet, huddling behind the thick stone ramparts for cover. She arranged a few locks of sweat-drenched black hair behind her ear and cleared her throat. Even fully prepared, she found it difficult to speak, and the radio operator was forced to wait a moment with the handset to his face and his eyes staring up at the commander. She wondered what he saw: a stout and confident commander, or a skinny, sweaty bespectacled girl pulled from a basement office, stuffed in a coat and medals.

	"One minute until the Prajna are ready to fire. I want Corps artillery on the line."

	"Yes General! Will do. And um; I know what you meant ma'am, but Prajna are controlled by the High Command, not Corps, so it'll take me a moment to reach them." He said.

	"Thank you, Specialist." said the General, her hands shaking ever so slightly.

	Nodding and smiling gently, the young man returned to work on the radio.

	Nadia felt foolish and she almost wanted to be buried in a hole, but it was to be expected. This was the front line and she was nervous. She was so unused to speaking, and especially to speaking loud enough to be heard over the sound of front-line fire.

	"Never thought I'd hear 'the Genius of Defenses' stuttering like that."

	At her side, she saw the sleek, smirking face of Eleanora Gazini lighting up with mirth, and she turned the other cheek and surveyed the battlefield instead. And yet there was an impression of the woman left in her eyes, radiant despite her years and her filthy brain and soul. Elves were infurating; who knew how old any of them were, perpetually frozen in their mid-thirties or early forties at some point or other. Gazini was old enough to have served under and been jailed by three separate administrations in one war each. Yet she was rather beautiful, with one vibrant eye, a slender figure, flowing golden hair falling from under her cap, and a lovely complexion only marred by a scar or two.

	She could hear Gazini moving closer by the ringing of the bell on the bright red dog collar around her scarred-up neck. Her fellow General swooped in closer and threw an arm around her shoulders, pulling her close with too much presumed familiarity. When Nadia stared at her sidelong, she caught a glimpse only of the black eyepatch.

	"Al-Oraibi, you're not a scholar anymore! You're a General! And in this degenerate age of impersonal machines, you're a General who gets to watch the front, like the Cavalry of old! Take it from this spent old bitch, the youth need to stand straight, and be merry!"

	Though she had written extensively about what happened in theory in these situations, actually acting out the plans that she crafted as "The Genius of Defenses" was a new challenge. Especially with "The Cannibal Hound" as her neighboring commander.

	"Your brand of merriment will just land me in prison." Nadia shot back.

	"It's not bad! It builds character. You meet many interesting women." Gazini shrugged.

	On her arm was an iron shackle, worn to denote her status as part of a penal troop.

	Nadia stared at it with disdain.

	"Ma'am!"

	The radio operator called to her from below and Nadia was grateful for the attention.

	"Are the Prajna crews taking suggestions for targets?" Nadia asked. "I have a few."

	Gazini covered her mouth to stifle a little chuckle while Nadia gave the coordinates.

	Below them the scattered remnants of another wave of Nochtish infantry coalesced into a dreadful mass and made a push for the wall once more. On their backs were large bags of explosives that Nadia had witnessed going off in isolation before, detonated by shells and fire. They were powerful bombs, more powerful than any Nadia had seen carried by infantry before. It was the objective of their attacks to blow a hole in the wall using the explosives, Nadia quickly surmised. She had since had her units target them specifically.

	However, Nadia had her own powerful explosives available.

	Within minutes of her request, she felt the ground beneath her, the wall upon which she stood, quivering with a force originating from the city center. Overhead the massive shells of the Prajna cannons soared skyward in an acute arc, rising into the clouds completely out of sight before careening earthwards. Nadia and Gazini watched the super-heavy shell as it crashed to earth amid the teeming mass of the enemy in front of them and exploded widly, detonating their bombs and consuming the enemy charge.

	White fires spread across the desert in front of them. Gazini stared, bewildered.

	From the initial explosion flew a cloud of burning fragments that clung to bodies. Sticky, flashing white-and-red fire spread throughout the corpse-choked trenches and foxholes and sandbars, consuming the bodies as fuel and leaping atop any survivors like hissing imps, grappling screaming men to the floor and twisting them into horrific shapes. A smell, a smell more terrible than the gunpowder and carrion, rose from the sin below and up to the wall, where Nadia caught a whiff. She recoiled. It was chemical, awful.

	"Tell the Prajna crews the experimental white phosphorous super-heavy incendiary worked. Nocht should not have exposed Madiha Nakar to such weapons." Nadia said.

	"It's beautiful!" Eleanora Gazini cried out, clapping her hands, the inferno below reflected in her eyes, burning figures dancing with the flames. "Oh, what a sight!"

	Nadia thought Gazini might shed a tear, but instead she picked up a radio from off the backpack carried by another man who had a shackle around his lower arm. Her voice lost is cheery, girlish tone as she addressed the men on the other end of the cord, barking at them like a mother or a teacher giving pitiless discipline to some misguided flock.

	"Hey you laggards, isn't it about time you made your appearance? You're making me look bad! Such a beautiful battlefield and you haven't the dignity to seek glory in it? Go!"

	From somewhere below the wall, trap doors opened, and from them emerged men in fireproof hardsuits and welder's masks, with machetes, trench shotguns, and pistols in hand. Screaming like the berserkers of the northern legends, they stormed out to meet the remaining Nochtish forces. Amid the white fires, the field of corpses and the blowing sand of the khamsin, they must have seemed like demons. Nadia saw the incoming fresh wave of Nochtish men crest the sands toward the killing field, and upon witnessing the horrors ahead of them, they broke before they even set foot into gun range, and fled.

	"Pursue!" Gazini shouted into the radio. "Your heroism in defense of the capital in these desperate times, will be rewarded! You do well and we'll be made a real rifle division!"

	She sounded almost giddy at the prospect.

	Nadia, already in a real rifle division, knew not why.

	She sighed, and laid back upon the wall, sweating profusely, breathing heavily.

	War was just a mathematical equation, or so she had thought.

	She solved this one, at least. But there would be more. And today wasn't even over yet.

	"We need to convene with Nakar. How's the Conqueror's Way holding up?" Nadia asked.

	Below her, the radio man made the relevant call out to his counterpart across the city.

	"I'm getting interference ma'am." He said, confused. "It's like there's a storm out there."

	 

	Ayvarta, Solstice City -- Conqueror's Way

	 

	Yanyu Zhuge waited for a little bird, but none would send a pity chirp her way.

	She withdrew her own pistol and took aim at Aatto Stormyweather, who in turn pressed her own pistol harder against the temple of Madiha Nakar. Aatto struggled to hold the general, who was severely weakened by her recent traumas but strong enough to be a nuisance. The two of them were each screaming all manner of things at Yanyu.

	"Shoot her! She's too dangerous to be allowed to escape!"

	"Shut up! I'll really shoot, you know! Don't fuck with me!"

	It made the grimness of this scene almost subtextual. Everything looked an utter farce.

	Yanyu felt the stupidest of the three. She had relied so much on the little birds, on the whispers in her brain that told her what to expect, what would happen, what should happen. It was hard to stand on her own two feet with the kind of confidence she once had. How did one respond to one's own complete failure? She stood with her pistol up, paralyzed with indecision. Everything felt surreal and heavy and impossible now.

	"Fuck this! Listen you! I demand all the Nochtish prisoners be released right now--"

	"Don't listen to her! Shoot me and I'll use the spark to blow her to pieces!"

	"What? Are you crazy? You don't even know if that will work! Just shut the fuck up!"

	"Both of you shut up!" Yanyu shouted, suddenly shooting her own gun.

	Her bullet landed at Aatto's feet and the dog-eared woman nearly leaped with fear.

	She barely managed to retain control of Madiha, who tried in vain to escape.

	Aatto pulled her back by the neck and aimed her pistol at her head once more.

	"Hey! You think I won't do it? Stop this crazy bullshit and start a prisoner exchange--"

	"Oh, no need, I'm here! I'm the only prisoner!"

	Before Yanyu's temper could snap again and cause an even more grievous mistake, all three of them were drawn to a shadow walking in through the clouds. He approached amicably, his hands raised over his blond hair and a mirthful expression on his face.

	"Von Drachen!" Aatto shouted.

	Yanyu moved as invisible and instant as a gust of wind.

	In the blink of an eye she had Von Drachen on the ground, one arm twisted behind his back, his bent legs controlled by her own, and her gun behind the man's neck. Both the speed of her attack and general shape of the contortion she had put him in seemed utterly beyond human, and Aatto stared in astonishment at the scene. Her gun trembled against Madiha's head. She was clearly unsure of what to do in this situation.

	"I'll shoot him." Yanyu said. "Free Madiha this instant."

	"God damn it! You fucking idiot!" Aatto shouted, hurling abuse at Von Drachen.

	"Everything is fine." He said in a choked voice, wincing as Yanyu applied pressure.

	"You escape from the Ayvartans and get captured again? And you call yourself a man? You're a garbage little boy playing soldier! I should shoot you myself!" Aatto yelled.

	"I'm doing my best." Von Drachen replied. "I still have options. Let me think."

	"Think fast." Yanyu said.

	She seemed to press her knee somewhere uncomfortable, and Von Drachen gasped.

	"Any ideas?" Aatto shouted.

	"She has beautiful, powerful legs, Stormyweather." Von Drachen muttered.

	Aatto grit her teeth. "Ugh! Fine, we'll free our prisoners together. Let's just break even."

	"I agree. Clearly this is not the destined hour of our deaths." Yanyu replied.

	Madiha seemed to then regain the manic energy she lost while struggling.

	"Don't do it! Von Drachen is extremely dangerous! We can take both out--"

	Aatto smashed the back of Madiha's head with the pistol and knocked her out.

	She threw the body on the ground. "I'm walking away. Let that guy go, you hear?"

	Yanyu watched Aatto intently as the dog-eared woman started walking back, cycling her aim between Madiha and Yanyu but retreating as she had promised. Yanyu slowly released Von Drachen from her grip, and the humiliated General stood at an anguished pace, as if collecting the bones he was using to raise his arms and legs one by one.

	Soon, he vanished in the fog alongside his psychic companion.

	And when the fog started to vanish with them, Yanyu sighed with relief, and awaited rescue from the walls. The Gate went miraculously down, tanks and infantry came rolling out, but the battle was over long before the reinforcements arrived. Yanyu propped Madiha up against a wall and tried to make her look dignified as her subordinates approached. Despite wavering at the end, she was still a hero today.

	 

	50th of the Lilac's Bloom, 2031 D.C.E

	Ayvarta, Solstice City -- Field Infirmary, 1st Guard's

	 

	Madiha dreamed of evil, thrashing emotions.

	Her slumber had no coherent designs, no poignant imagery.

	It was all fire and rage, loud directionless sound. There was shaking cold that traveled through copious sweat that tore across her body like razor blades. There was violence, a horrible dehumanizing violence of the senses that ripped her brain in half. Violence unrelenting upon her body. It was an indescribable, formless pain upon herself, from all sides. There were bullets from without, and a brutal slashing coming from within.

	Unbeknownst to her she was moaning, screaming.

	There was no sense of time. She could've been suffering a million years.

	Then without warning, she bolted upright, coughing and choking when suddenly the need to breathe returned to her. She felt a sharp pain shoot down her body from her head. All of her senses turned on at once. What little light was coming into her space was too bright, and what little sound she heard was too loud. Her skin was clammy, and her whole body heavy and hurting. Her stomach burned, a cauldron empty save for acid.

	"Madiha! Take this."

	She heard the familiar, supportive voice of Parinita Maharani, her lover and confidante and deputy; she felt her warm, soft hands thrust something into hers that was cold to the touch. Parinita helped Madiha lift the drink to her mouth, and Madiha drank. Once she got used to the sensation of drinking, she downed the entire cup of soda water.

	"Parinita." Madiha said, breathing heavily.

	"I'm here." Parinita said. She held Madiha's hand.

	When her eyes finally got used to the lights, Madiha could see her lover's eyes, her bouncy strawberry hair, her peachy skin and her red-painted lips. She smiled, weakly, and still breathing heavily, but feeling safe and at home with the one she loved.

	"I'm sorry." Madiha said.

	"Oh you will be!" Parinita replied, weeping suddenly. "When you get better I'm going to make you watch the most cringe-worthy theater adaptations I can find on film, I'll punish you thoroughly for being so reckless after you told me you wouldn't!"

	"I'm really sorry." Madiha said, weeping herself. "I'll accept my punishment."

	"Ah damn, now I'm gonna cry even harder." Parinita said. "Ugh. I was useless again."

	Before Madiha could say anything to assuage her lover's anxieties, the flap of cloth that covered the entrance to the infirmary swung open, and the two of them had to quickly stifle their tears and try not to look too lovey-dovey in the presence of whoever had just entered the room. Madiha was nearly blinded again by the sudden intrusion of more light into the room, but she did see a pair of figures in uniform trenchcoats walk in.

	"General, I'm glad you're awake. Congratulations are in order."

	"Hah! I knew you'd bounce right back. You're unkillable, they say."

	Madiha knew both of the visitors. She knew the first one to speak exceedingly well: it was Nadia Al-Oraibi, the General known as 'The Genius of Defenses.' A young woman with a tired, loveless expression on her face, her body thin and long-limbed, her sweat-slick skin the color of desert stone. She arranged her black hair behind one of her ears, fidgeting with it. At her side was the wildcard known as 'The Cannibal Hound', Eleanora Gazini. Though she ruthlessly self-flagellated her own age, calling herself a "spent bitch" and an "old harpy" far more often than tasteful, Eleanora looked as vibrant as an elfin girl half her age, blonde-haired, emerald-eyed, fair-skinned.  Though she was scarred up, especially around her neck and missing eye, she was tall, sleek and quite sparkling.

	Gazini used to be a prisoner of war before; Madiha was still hazy on her promotion.

	Both of them approached for handshakes. Al-Oraibi gave her a proper and very quick shake, while Gazini seemed to want to rip her arm off, drawing a predatory glance from Parinita. After exchanging pleasantries the arrivals sat across from Madiha; Al-Oraibi properly, and Gazini backward, pressing her breasts against the back of the chair.

	"General Nakar, as I said, congratulations are in order. We believe that, unknowingly, you endured the main objective of the Nochtish attack. Your destruction of the Nochtish secret weapon prevented a breach in our most vulnerable sector." Al-Oraibi said. "And with the western desert thrust scattered, Nochtish forces have retreated back to their main lines 25 kilometers away from the city, out of artillery range. Though their forces are likely extending slowly northward and eastward in the deserts, the city is safe."

	"Yes, well done! Our work isn't over yet, but you really sent those goons packing. As far as the desert is concerned, I sent some of my undesirables into the sand in pursuit." Gazini said with a vicious little grin. "If they come back, we might get something to work with on how far the Nochtish lines have stretched out and how thick they've gotten."

	Al-Oraibi stared at Gazini with consternation. "Our recon aircraft will do that work."

	"Our air recon is amateurish and you know it. They've given us the wrong coordinates to everything except the most intimidating rocks and sand pits in Solstice." Gazini replied.

	"And you think a bunch of inmates on horseback can do better?" Al-Oraibi snapped.

	"I don't think anything about those scum, but for their sake, they'll find something."

	Al-Oraibi turned away from Gazini and started to very obviously ignore her. "General, once you are up and about, we need to go over any actionable intelligence together. As our mechanized element, the defense of the city beyond the walls will fall on you."

	Madiha nodded her head silently. Al-Oraibi's unit was largely infantry and relatively static, with their motor vehicles in use as artillery and ammunition transports. Gazini's unit had some motor transport but as a penal unit, were not allowed to use it freely. Most of the motor and tank power in the city lay in Madiha's hands, with only a few other, smaller tactical units given to the southern defensive army. Outside the city, the rather green northern and eastern armies had motor and tank units, but they were raw, and untested. High Command was cautious about committing them so soon after formation.

	For better or worse, the SIVIRA had adopted a posture that Solstice should be self sufficient as possible in its own defense, and the industrial might of untouched North Ayvarta was being hoarded and accumulated cautiously. Though the new armies were theoretically powerful, the High Command was saving them for when an opportunity arose for a massive counteroffensive. Everyone had the mindset that Solstice was still in the defensive phase, and so the new armies shouldn't be wielded. After all, many old officers had been court martialed or shot in grim 2030 for wasting good armies on pointless attacks when they could've been defending strategically and saving themselves.

	Madiha knew the southern army was in a bad way from defending Solstice for so long.

	It was not in any state to counterattack, not by itself.

	But Madiha had other ideas about the state of the army as a whole.

	"I'm recovering fast." Madiha said. "Once I'm back up, I will be heading to the SIVIRA to propose that a counteroffensive be planned in the northwest and eastern desert."

	Al-Oraibi and Gazini stared at one another; Al-Oraibi in horror, Gazini in awe.

	"You splendid nutcase!" Gazini said. "I will give my full recommendation!"

	"Your word means nothing, you chained-up dog." Al-Oraibi said. "Nakar, this is crazy."

	"I know." Madiha replied. "It's a gamble. But we have to do something."

	Parinita smiled from the side of the bed, and sighed fondly, shaking her head.

	"I cannot support this. And furthermore, we should also consult our new comrades." Al-Oraibi said, reaching for any out. "The Helvetians and the Kitanese might not consent--"

	Behind them, the cloth covering the entrance flapped up once more.

	Yanyu Zhuge arrived then, dressed in a lovely, form-fitting, long-sleeved silk gown.

	Madiha averted her gaze, but the Kitanese woman seemed to harbor no ill will.

	She was smiling, and she spoke as if she had heard the entire conversation.

	"A little bird told me our comrades are ready to attack." She said, winking one eye.

	 

	Ayvarta, Solstice Desert -- Nocht FOB, "Ostlich Wüste"

	 

	After the punishment received at the hands of the Ayvartan superguns, the remains of the forces sent against the walls hastily retreated to the 25 kilometer "safe zone" in the desert surrounding the city. Their own gamble had failed: sneaking in units through the desert gave them access to the city past the South Solstice Front, but they could not move enough firepower to be decisive. Almost all of the Corps that had made it through was infantry and light tanks, and almost all of it had been destroyed. Now the remainder risked being trapped between the Solstice garrison and the South Solstice Front.

	Progress along the coasts was slow but it was happening, but the city and the armies in the desert around it still represented a massive bulge against in the Nochtish lines. In order for the Fennec group of forces to survive, they would have to link up with either the elven coastal forces, many hundred kilometers away; or sneak back through south.

	Right now, however, Von Fennec was preoccupied with assigning blame instead.

	Far in the background, the tank transporters lumbered away despondently and the remaining infantry marched away alongside them. Von Fennec ordered Aatto Jarvi Stormyweather and Petra Hamalainen Happydays to follow him out behind a large boulder jutting out of the sand, and he stood them between himself and the stone.

	He then started to shout at them, at first incomprehensibly. For the past few days they had been marching he had been quiet, but now he seemed to be letting it all out.

	"I blame this on you, witch! We lost the superweapon, we lost massive amounts of men, we lost our shot at the wall, and all because you fell asleep on the job when you should've been our secret weapon! You're nothing but a trumped-up fog machine!"

	Aatto grit her teeth and closed her fists, and Petra rubbed a gentle hand across her arm as a gesture of sympathy, and to try to calm her down. Around them the air grew colder.

	"General--"

	"Quiet, radio girl!" Von Fennec raised an index finger just a hair's breadth away from Aatto's face. "Us Louplanders, we're treated as the scum of the Federation, because of people like you! Those of us who work hard and uphold the Federation's values keep being brought down into the dirt by barbarians like you, Stormyweather! You are the reason that our kind will never make it! You disgust me! I made General in this army, the only Louplander General in the regular forces, and now look at what you've done to me! I will go back to the Oberkommando and be humiliated and demoted, my work undone!"

	"I don't give a shit about you or your precious Federation! Fuck you!" Aatto spat back.

	"You had better start caring! Our homeland will never become anything without the Federation! That's the work I'm trying to promote! And I thought I could have an ally in you, but you're content to be another drunken, hedonistic bitch in my way instead!"

	"General!" Petra shouted, scandalized. "Aatto's done everything she could--"

	In one brutal snap Von Fennec put his hand across Petra's cheek, knocking her down.

	"Don't raise your voice to me!"

	Aatto's calm finally broke and the subtle cold around them became a wintry gust.

	Von Fennec gasped as his throat closed. He struggled as his body raised off the ground.

	"Aatto no!" Petra shouted from the ground, weeping, rubbing her cheek.

	Aatto's eyes burned with blue vapor.

	The atmosphere around her was dense with power.

	She had her hand outstretched, her teeth grit. She growled, and squeezed her hand as if struggling with Von Fennec's physical throat. He thrashed and coughed in the air before her, helpless against her attack. Petra made it to her feet and grabbed hold of her, and she shouted and pleaded, but Aatto would not acknowledge her and pressed her attack.

	Von Fennec's fingers wildly struggled against his belt.

	He seemed to finally shake something loose and brandished it at her.

	Aatto's eyes dimmed, and the cold dispersed from around her like a popped bubble.

	Von Fennec fell to the ground, and raised himself back up, gasping for breath.

	Aatto was suddenly stunned, and she moved as if in a trance, trying to raise her hands to attack Von Fennec again, but doing so too slowly and limply to have any effect.

	Petra, still holding on to Aatto, looked at Von Fennec in horror.

	In his hands there was a small purple cube attached to some sort of horrible little mechanical stand, like a compass with a skeletal claw set on top, clutching the cube. Every so often the little metal fingers would turn the cube on its axis, one rotation, and there would be a tiny, almost imperceptible spark of some dim, purple-black energy.

	Could Petra see it because she was a little bit psychic herself?

	She could feel something dreadful from it, but it didn't have the effect it had on Aatto.

	"You absolute dog." Von Fennec gasped. "Not so mighty now?"

	He struggled to walk up to Aatto and smacked her with his other hand.

	"No!" Petra shouted, but she was too scared to stand up to Fennec herself.

	Von Fennec ignored her, focused entirely on Aatto with a cruel, cold gaze.

	"You think this wasn't foreseen? You belong to the Federation, witch!"

	Von Fennec raised the device to Aatto's face, and the catatonic Aatto stared at it.

	"This wasn't the protocol, but to hell with it. If you won't be an ally, you'll be a tool."

	"Please stop!" Petra shouted.

	"I said shut up, you worthless peasant!"

	Von Fennec raised his hand again.

	From the desert, a gunshot rang out.

	Von Fennec's fingers flew from his hand before they could come down on Petra.

	Blood spurted down on his face. He brought his wounded hand down and stared at it.

	He looked up at the rock; Petra looked over her own shoulder in disbelief.

	Gaul Von Drachen emerged from around the stone landmark, brandishing his pistol.

	"You should show a little more respect for women, Von Fennec! Do you not know the sort of things they go through? Aatto and Petra experience your oppression twofold."

	He walked nonchalantly up to Von Fennec, and kicked him in the knee.

	Von Fennec fell back, screaming and thrashing, dropping the device.

	"Von Drachen! You traitor! You're turning against us! Just like you turned against the anarchists! I knew you would!" Von Fennec cried out, making as if to try to crawl away.

	"Ah, you have me all wrong. I think you're the one who betrayed our values."

	Von Drachen picked up the device he dropped, and threw it into the desert.

	It struck a rock, and shattered.

	At the site of the impact and upon the very second it was struck, the device issued a wave of purple-black electricity, lightning, energy -- whatever one could call the effect -- that surged and grew into a perfectly circular blast, a hole in reality, consuming everything. A few meters in diameter across three dimensional space, the blast seemed to sink into itself after a few seconds, and left behind a perfectly circular hole in the ground.

	For a moment, it was as if it had left a perfectly circular hole in the wind too, a spot where the gently blowing sand of the desert had been consumed in mid-air.

	"Huh. Interesting. Anyway, I do this for the Federation and all of that."

	Von Drachen nonchalantly aimed his pistol at Von Fennec and shot him in the head.

	Petra screamed with horror.

	Aatto blinked, and looked around herself in confusion.

	"Oh shit, I must've killed the old fuck. Damn, ugh, I really did it--"

	She noticed Von Drachen then.

	"Wait--"

	Von Drachen shrugged for an instant.

	He then shouted. "Snipers! Snipers in the desert! Double time! Double time!"

	He pushed Aatto and Petra by the shoulders away from the site.

	"Let us agree," he whispered, "that Von Fennec was just a regrettable casualty of war."

	Petra was speechless and upset by everything, and merely sobbed and clung to Aatto.

	Aatto, meanwhile, grinned viciously. "I won't miss him."

	 


73. Election Year

	43rd of the Postill's Dew, 2031 D.C.E

	Nocht Federation, Republic of Rhinea -- "Jewel of the Orient"

	 

	Ramja Biswa heaved a sigh of relief after closing the door behind her and flipping the sign on the door from Geöffnet to Geschlossen. She briefly stood by and watched the day's last customers walk away, through the soft drift of snow falling from the sky. She picked up a broom and glumly she began to sweep the entrance and dust off the welcome mat.

	Though the sun was in retreat, it was not yet night, and normally Ramja would await dinner service instead of cleaning up; but the Jewel of the Orient, Rhinea's most underrated 2-star Arjun-style restaurant, did not open for Friday night hours.

	There was too rowdy, nasty and often racist a crowd out for it to be profitable.

	"You need to be more confident with our customers."

	Behind the counter an older woman appeared, tinkering with the register. Pink-skinned with white-blond hair, dressed in a sari and a silk garment, and with an exhausted expression; she was the owner of the restaurant, and she certainly did her best to look it.

	Ramja gripped her broom with both hands.

	Replying in the Ayvartan tongue, she said, "I'm confident! But we need to be careful too!"

	"Practice your Nochtish," replied the boss, whose Ayvartan was quite rusty.

	"Malakar, I'm always nervous about the northerners causing trouble!" Ramja said. "You let anyone in and you let them do whatever they want up front, it's nuts in here."

	Her Nochtish had gotten much better since she moved in with her girlfriend.

	Malakar scoffed. "There's nothing to be concerned about."

	Few people could tell that Malakar was actually mixed race. Malakar and Ramja had lived in Nocht roughly the same amount of time, but Malakar was older, she already knew the language from her Nochtish father, so she found it much easier to integrate and to acquire capital. She also looked less conspicuous. There were jokes by regulars that Ramja brought more color and authenticity to the restaurant than Malakar.

	She was brown-skinned, dark-haired, dark-eyed; easier to pick out than her boss.

	Ramja could not help but feel sometimes that Malakar did actually want her for the authenticity -- despite the cold, she was dressed in a sari and a tight blouse and skirt that perhaps too clearly accentuated certain parts of her. She felt like a mascot character.

	It only added to the amount of eyes that would naturally be on her.

	"Men around here are racist, yes, but they won't do anything except say things. If they say things and eat we have their money, it doesn't matter. Just calm down." Malakar said.

	"At my old job, a man almost fought my boss because I was around." Ramja said. "And you see all kinds of things in the papers. People aren't happy about Ayvartans at all."

	"Your old job was a chocolate place full of Franks, of course there'd be racists."

	"My-- best friend is a Frank!"

	Ramja almost said my girlfriend which, would not have been advantageous for her.

	Malakar, as far as Ramja knew, was not a homosexual.

	Though they could relate as Ayvartans a little, sexuality alienated them just a bit.

	It was just easier for Malakar to go around without worrying.

	"See? If a Frank can love you as a comrade, any other racist can too."

	"She's not racist!"

	Malakar chuckled. Ramja sighed and went on with her sweeping.

	She was grateful to the older woman for the job. It had been hard finding work after the chocolate place; her girlfriend tried all kinds of things, but she just had no connections who would take on an Ayvartan without a state-issued proof of language competency. At last however a local mosque connected her with the restaurant. Neither Malakar nor Ramja were of the Diyah faith, but many Diyah were Ayvartans, so the Jewel was known and traveled and well-liked by Diyah, and the Diyah were compassionate to Ayvartans.

	"I'm thinking of opening tomorrow. I hear some men are coming back from the war for the first time; maybe they'll be back with a taste for dal and curry." Malakar mused.

	"Malakar, they'll come back wanting to pour the lentils over your head." Ramja said.

	"Oh please, this is starting to seem less cute and to verge on frustrating."

	"I'll calm down! But you need to consider these things more than never."

	"Fine, fine. Okay. Lets open tomorrow, but I'll load this guy just in case."

	From behind the counter a grinning Malakar produced a sawed-off Ayvartan rifle.

	She held it in one hand like a pistol, the other hand stroking the woodwork.

	"You're awful! It's no wonder you're unmarried!" Ramja said, half in jest, half serious.

	About a half hour later all of Ramja's cleaning was done in the front. She swept the floor, wiped down their tables and the counter, and made sure all the spice shakers and sauce bottles were good enough for the (thankfully limited) operation tomorrow. The Jewel was a small place, so it was easy to keep it neat, and it paid to do so. Malakar was pleased.

	"I'm locking up soon, but I can wait for her to pick you up." said the boss.

	She disappeared into the kitchen, unlikely to come out for a while.

	Ramja nodded, and took a seat by the window, looking out at the lightly falling snow.

	A few minutes later, a figure in a fancy coat walked by the window and knocked on it.

	Ramja grabbed her coat and ran outside.

	"Bonjour darling. I parked around the corner."

	Ramja was as elated to greet her girlfriend then as she had been a month ago when they first hooked up. She was a glamorous blond named Cecilia Foss. Sharply-dressed, her lips and eyeliner well made-up, with her hair in a utilitarian ponytail and thin spectacles perched on her nose, Cecilia was like an actress or a singer to Ramja, a celebrity, a person she thought she'd only ever see in magazine covers or theaters. But she was here now.

	Cecilia reached out a hand to hold Ramja's own.

	Its delicate solidity and warmth were mesmerizing.

	"I'm so happy to see you!" Ramja said.

	Wordlessly, Cecilia's other hand pulled Ramja in suddenly and she kissed her.

	Her kisses were ravenous; Ramja was startled at first and afraid of being seen.

	However it was snowing, and the street was deserted, and the few cars driving by likely weren't seeing anything; and what's more, she was too delighted to care about it for long.

	Ramja felt like she would be devoured as Cecilia's lips locked with her own. She took long draws of her lips, as if she wanted to savor her taste. Ramja was almost left breathless. At first only the soft shock of a playful bite gave Ramja room. Cecilia was so forward! But she was skilled. After taking Ramja's lips a dozen times she teased and then thrust with her tongue, one hand holding Ramja's head forward and the other creeping elsewhere.

	Though she had kissed before meeting Cecilia, it had never been like this for Ramja.

	She fell in a trance, following Cecilia's lead perfectly through each pull of the lips and tongue. She loved it, she loved how on top of everything Cecilia was, it was so sexy! She was lost in the fervor as their lips joined, drew back for breath, and quickly and fully reunited. Ramja's hands settled under around Cecilia's waist, under her coat, gripping.

	Feeling this, Cecilia nearly drove Ramja back to the door of the restaurant.

	Her hands started to dance as well as her tongue did; Ramja had to politely intervene.

	"Not here." She said, peeling Cecilia's hand from her thigh.

	Both of them drew gently back, breathing hot air into each other's gasping mouths.

	"You're right. I apologize. I've got some bad habits to shed." Cecilia said.

	Her cheeks flushed, and she looked almost demure for once.

	Ramja smiled. "We can pick it up where we left off at home."

	They walked down the street together, though for modesty's sake, and the awareness of their position, they did not hold hands. There were few people out because of the cold weather. Everyone was taking their cars or the buses, and vehicles were covered in snow. Ramja thought, probably nobody was watching the street. And what would they see anyway? But still, holding hands on the street was a bit more visible than two women one in front of the other in a recessed doorway. It was such an odd situation.

	Unlike in Ayvarta, where girls just kissed girls and it was nothing, the Federation was very cruel to what Cecilia referred to as a "sapphic." Ramja trusted Cecilia on that.

	The Federation was very cruel about a lot of things, after all.

	"I'm working tomorrow, can you drive me Cecilia?"

	"You're working on a weekend?"

	"Malakar wanted to open to see if we can get any GIs coming back."

	"Well, I can drive you."

	"Thank you."

	They were talking in Nochtish, quite comfortably. Both had accents, but they understood each other. Certainly, Ramja was very comfortable talking to her own partner this way.

	Cecilia huffed suddenly; Ramja saw a tiny white breath fly out of her.

	"You don't have to work at all, you know. I can support you just fine." She said.

	"I know! But I just feel bad sitting around. Everyone's always talking about merit--"

	"Everyone's an idiot, believe me."

	"Oh, Cecilia, I just want to earn my own money too--"

	"If I was a man, would you feel more secure letting me take care of you?"

	Ramja blinked hard, staring blankly at her girlfriend.

	"What's this about? Is something troubling you Cecilia?"

	She had only really known Cecilia for a month before they decided to move in together, so it wasn't as if the two had shared their life's stories with one another. Cecilia was always open, when asked; but Ramja couldn't help but feel she still hadn't asked the right questions to really understand her mysterious, glamorous, wonderful girlfriend.

	That was scary, and also made her feel anxious and a little unworthy.

	So she had on a rather worried expression when she asked Cecilia this.

	And obviously, Cecilia must have picked up on it immediately.

	In the next instant, however, they were around the corner, and at the car.

	It was a small, fairly recent Oder Olympus model, a cozy two-door convertible.

	Once they were both seated inside, they were silent for a moment.

	Cecilia sighed deeply and put her hand on Ramja's own.

	She met Ramja's dark eyes with those mesmerizing blues the girl loved so much.

	"Look, Ramja, I'm sorry. To be completely honest, and this must sound so pathetic, I had a bad day at the office and now I got something an old girlfriend told me stuck in my head. I should have put it out of my head and thought about the wonderful girlfriend I have now, instead, but you know, I'm a disaster, so I'm just flashing back to that awful mess."

	Ramja smiled. She was almost relieved that it was something that silly.

	"Cecilia, I may not speak Nochtish very well, but I'm not a child, you know? We're both adults, and I can help you with your problems if you talk to me without being cryptic."

	"I know. Ugh. Okay. Today some nitwit at work got away with the credit for a project I was on, and it just. It reminded me. She basically said 'I wish you were a man.' As if me being a man would've solved our problems so fucking easily. It's stuck in my craw now."

	Ramja nodded sympathetically.

	"Oh, Cecilia, that's an odd thing to say. I think you're an absolutely wonderful woman."

	"I know I am, darling. But there's certainly things a man is allowed in this world that a woman isn't." Cecilia sighed again, shaking her head. "That's what's getting to me."

	"Well, I don't want you to be a man. I wouldn't feel more secure at all." Ramja said.

	Cecilia shook her head. "Sometimes I wish I had my old job. But, it's better I have you."

	As far as Ramja understood it, Cecilia's old job (and presumably her old girlfriend with it) was some kind of government job, that she left behind to go work at the Central Bank. Ramja started dating her in the process of her leaving that job and finding her new one. It had been strange but fortunate; they met at the chocolate shop, both their lives seem to have exploded after that, but then they picked up the pieces together. It was romantic.

	"I'm glad you're here, Cecilia. You made my life a lot brighter." Ramja said.

	"You too darling." Cecilia said. "Honestly, you saved me from a mess. Not the other way."

	"Well, I helped you quit drinking, I guess, but you still smoke too much." Ramja teased.

	"I haven't smoked at all today." Cecilia said, defensively clutching her coat pocket.

	"You'll smoke after we have sex. You always do." Ramja said, giggling.

	"Ugh. I'm so predictable. Listen. I'll try not to."

	Cecilia started the engine and drove them out from the side of the alleyway and down the road toward the tight little inner city apartment that acted as their new love nest. Rhinea had been Ramja's home for many years, but 2030 had transformed it. In the inner city there was still all the hustle and bustle around the office buildings, hotels, train stations and the stock market. Old town was reeling from the war, however. Factories that once made meats and clothes and toys were shells of their selves, and the council houses were emptied of the poor. Market street was a shadow; the stadium was empty.

	The Jewel still got plenty of business. Its clientele did not go to the war.

	But there were far less lavish birthdays being booked, according to Malakar.

	"It's sad around here. I wish I could've gotten a job in the city proper." Ramja said.

	"Once we get you your language certificate, I can get you in at the bank." Cecilia said.

	"Can you?"

	"I've got an old friend there, y'know."

	Cecilia gently slowed the car to a stop.

	Ahead of them a pair of wooden barriers came down, blocking off a level crossing.

	Moments later a massive train thundered past them, pulling many open cars each loaded with military vehicles. Ramja was amazed at some of them. They were armed, tractor-like things, big and rounded off and sharp and heavy, intimidating but fascinating all the same. Those were certainly artillery cannons that they bore, Ramja knew that much. She had read about some of the things that happened during the Ayvartan civil war before.

	Cecilia, however, had a concerned look on her face as the long, long train passed them.

	"Those are not Sentinels." She said to herself, in a barely whisper.

	"What do you mean?" Ramja asked.

	"They're too big." Cecilia said. She was still a captive to the sight of the vehicles.

	Ramja crossed her arms and sat back and sighed.

	She thought of something cheeky to get her attention while they waited out the train.

	"How many girlfriends did you have before me, Cecilia?"

	"Huh? What? You're asking-- Ugh."

	Cecilia looked so annoyed by the question that Ramja laughed.

	Ramja was not insecure about it. Cecilia had made her passion for her very clear.

	She was curious though. Nobody could help but be gently curious about such things.

	Especially because Cecilia so often mentioned "old friends" who did her favors.

	Old lady friends usually.

	"Come on, I promise I won't be mad or jealous. Heck, I'll tell you, I had a girlfriend once, a girl from the mosque. We called it off because of an arranged marriage. So, your turn."

	After a while of grunting and groaning Cecilia, with an anguished face, said, "just guess."

	Ramja burst out laughing, and tapped her hands on the car door.

	"Wow, that many, Cecilia? I knew the first time you made love to me that you must have been a woman with experience. But I thought also, there had to be an upper limit to the number of women in Nocht who slept with other women. Now though, I'm not so sure."

	Ahead of them the train whistled, and the armored vehicles on the cars rattled loudly.

	"You look so innocent on the outside, but you're awful thorny." Cecilia mumbled.

	"It's an Ayvartan talent. We're all polite, but also vicious. It's why everyone hates us."

	"Eh. Damn it. I slept around a lot, okay? I was young, and a mess." Cecilia said. "That's just how naive sapphic women communicate in this society, you know? It's by having sex. We had sex before we could say more than sentence fragments to each other."

	"Wow." Ramja replied.

	"I was young!" Cecilia whined.

	Ramja said aloud in mock wonder, "You could've been young yesterday."

	"I thought you didn't care."

	"I care now that it's this much fun."

	"Ugh. I'm going to shut you up the instant we make it through the front door."

	Ramja put on a little grin. "I'd like that." She patted Cecilia on the shoulder.

	Finally the crossing barriers lifted, and the train charged out of sight.

	But the little Olympus wasn't moving across the track yet.

	Cecilia looked at Ramja, and finally smiled, and she also, surprisingly, started to tear up.

	"I do love you so much, darling."

	Ramja started to tear up as well. Those were words she just was not used to hearing in the Federation of Northern States. For a woman like Cecilia to not just bed her, but love her, and for Ramja to love back. It was hard. It simply didn't happen.

	It felt miraculous.

	It wasn't just Cecilia who was a mess; everything was a mess.

	Ramja was a mess too in her own way. The Federation was a mess. The times; oh they were a mess. At least, however, they managed to weather the mess together now.

	2031 was not shaping up to be a good year if they were both crying together at the mere thought of two women having a steady relationship, at the thought that past mistakes and current challenges could be reduced to fodder for jokes on a wintry car ride.

	2031, however, was their year.

	44th of the Postill's Dew, 2031 D.C.E.

	Federation of Northern States, Republic of Rhinea -- Junzien, Hotel Reich

	 

	War had made the Nocht Federation a sickened place.

	For the Unionists, however, this had become an opportunity.

	On the week of the 44th, polling showed that Union candidate Bertholdt Stein was up on Achim Lehner by three points in the Burns poll -- the first time an opponent outscored Lehner since his first entry into politics in 2027. Burns had correctly predicted Kantor's victory in 2024 and his defeat in 2028 to Achim Lehner. For the first time in years, it felt like the Union party had regained some semblance of an identity in Northern politics.

	At the Hotel Reich the Union party held a fundraiser for Stein's presidential campaign. It was a room that boasted an energy similar to that of the Liberty party's 2027 hopes. It was a gathering of hotshot stars, glamorous models, up and coming intellectuals, and most importantly, war heroes. Older men, and yet men not that old; all wearing their medals and uniforms, awkwardly chatting with the heiresses, the actors, the nouveau riche. There were some military women too: artillery computer veterans of Cissea.

	Beneath the gilded lights of the grand ballroom, the assembled crowd drank politely, debated gently, and waited for midnight, when the star of the show appeared.

	Bertholdt was just young enough to run for President, and no younger than that. For a candidate, however, he was sleek and energetic. In the world of politics he seemed a boy, and it was this freshness that allowed him to challenge the slightly graying Lehner as Lehner had challenged Kantor before. Bertholdt was tall, broad-shouldered, his blond hair still cut close and sharp, in the fashion of pre-Ayvartan war. It made him look serious. His hook nose and squared-off profile made him seem tough, but his eyes were gentle and friendly. Overall he had a useful flexibility in posture and fashion.

	When he took the podium he smiled gently and he waited out the clapping.

	"My friends and colleagues, it is wonderful to be here tonight. When I left the forests of Cissea behind, got on the boat and put down my rifle, never could I have imagined that I'd have the fortune to be at a place like this. I couldn't see a future back then, fearing as I did for the direction of this country, but today, my friends, I have a vision of a better world. With your help, we will articulate this vision -- and then we will make it real."

	There was thunderous applause.

	"Liberty thinks they can scare us all so bad, we'll bend the knee to them and their anti-democratic agenda. For a while, they thought they'd run unopposed in this election -- can you believe that? But that shows just how weak they are. In this room, we're not afraid of terrorists from without, and we're not afraid of thugs from within. We will meet every threat, and we will triumph, because we're doing what's right for the Nochtish people!"

	Once more as if on command the crowd applauded fiercely.

	The Federation of Northern States was a two-party system. Its oldest party was Union, the party of Gunther Von Nocht, father of capitalism, founder of the free market republic that they all hailed from. He who fought against the Elven Empire and its Frankish monarchist proxies and carved out, in this wild, frozen and forbidding land, a place for people seeking opportunity and self-determination. Union had fought many political battles in the growing Federation, but all of its opponents had fallen to history. That had been their identity. Elder statesmen of inexorable power and history who created Nocht.

	Liberty was founded scarcely a hundred years ago. Since then they had traded the Presidency and Congress and their own political identities back and forth. Union was stalwart, old, wise; Liberty was fast and loose, the party of farmers then miners then strikers then bankers. Time flattened the differences and the parties lost any semblance of ideology. But then the Presidency of Achim Lehner broke Union. It was not the first hammer blow -- the chronically moderate Kantor's unexciting primary victories and historically low turnouts had made the cracks. But Lehner shattered the remains.

	Lehner gave Liberty a striking and bold identity. He and his "technocrats" seemed to come right out of the technical colleges and swept into office. All the partisans and staffers styled themselves Libertaires after the revolutionaries in Franz who aided Nocht in bringing down the king. It was their vow to destroy the decrepit establishment of mediocre political dynasties and create a smarter, leaner, faster, stronger machine. They knew statistics, they knew processes, they spoke with an authority that the mass of voters craved to bow under. And though they breathed fire and promised devastation to the feckless elite, they also weaved a beautiful pageantry before the public that made them proud to be Nochtish, proud to stand atop and ahead of the world. Populism, nationalism, utopianism, technocratism, all of it synchronized, primed for victory.

	Union was everything Lehner said it was. Old, spent, unmoving, with no idea what the world could, should or would look like in the next four, eight, twelve or twenty years.

	Then Lehner's perfect, inviolable Nocht Federation, a sleek train hurtling down its fated tracks to glory and leadership of the world, met a wall at the foul little nation of Ayvarta.

	Now Union had an identity again. It was the party that stood for 'no more of this.'

	Bertholdt Stein had more to say than that. He was a veteran. He knew first-hand how the army mistreated and disposed of its personnel. And he had come to know more after leaving the service. How the vision of the world Lehner gave the public was censored and artificial and manipulative; how the economy struggled, its factories and workers dehumanized into 'flows of production' and 'expected outputs' and the like; how the police brutally rounded up Lachy and Ayvartans and queers and other low folk.

	He had learned how to fight Lehner on his policy terms, and on territory he created.

	"We have a man in power, who thinks he's better, smarter, than all of us. No experience in the military, no previous experience in governing. Rode his father's name and the names of a few stars to the top. He's in over his head. I've fought wars, I've seen what's out there. I promise you, tonight, that I will get this war sorted out, so we can bring our men and women back, and put everybody to work, building us the nation we deserve. And for our veterans who are here, who didn't fight Lehner's war, I won't abandon you like he did. I'm here for all our veterans, young and old, deployed and reserve. I know how Achim Lehner treated you, because I know how he treated me. This is no way to treat our war heroes! Tonight, I pledge to build the nation these heroes fought for!"

	Once more, applause, the greatest, loudest applause of the night.

	It would be a long night for Union and for the Federation.

	A night that would not end even with dawn.

	

	

	 

	Federation of Northern States, Republic of Rhinea -- Junzien, Eisern Station

	 

	Late into the night the first train that had left the ports at Tauta finally made its journey through to the city of Junzien. There was no celebration at the station. None of the banners had been hung yet, and the only courtesy was a table with mugs of hot chocolate that would have to be rewarmed and wrapped sandwiches exposed to the cold.

	There were a few employees of the station working far into their overtime hours to handle the train but not the passengers. Nobody seemed to care for the passengers.

	And all around them the wintry winds blew a gentle dusting of snow.

	When the train finally arrived, the platform was a depressing sight. Almost nobody was there to greet the soldiers of the 13th Panzer Brigade as they set foot in a Nochtish city for the first time in many months. Their families had not been contacted. Nobody seemed to know who at all would be arriving. It was a mess. When the soldiers started departing the train, it seemed almost like they would have to ticket themselves!

	But after all, these weren't really war heroes, and the war department had little consideration for them specifically. Even this grant of leave was a burden on everyone.

	The 13th Panzer, even in the climate of censorship in the Fatherland, was followed by a feeling of disappointment. They had been the pride of the Federation until Bada Aso. That was the first blow reality dealt to the Nochtish campaign, and it seemed nobody would let them forget it. Then, to add insult to injury, after their near-destruction in Bada Aso the unit went on to struggle in the Battle of the Ghede Rivers and was one of the last to break out into the Solstice Desert. From a strength of 10,000 soldiers and 250 tanks they had fallen to 1500 soldiers and 38 tanks. Complete and utter combat ineffectiveness.

	Naturally they were pulled off the line, and ultimately, sent back to the Fatherland.

	As far as the news was concerned, they were demobilized, pending reorganization.

	News of their redeployment was not spread. It was as if they wanted them to be ghosts.

	To Helga Fruehauf, it was only natural the platform be empty, the sandwiches cold, nobody around to take their tickets, and none of their loved ones to greet them. There was not even a security detail. All of the actual heroes were being carted in tomorrow, on the day declared for such things. Heroes had been carefully selected to insure their pristine quality. The 13th were not the heroes. They had been the first to fail everyone.

	Fruehauf felt awful.

	Her head was pounding, she desperately craved a smoke but couldn't do it packed up tight as she was in the train car, and she hated having to think about what she would do the next day, let alone the next week or however long it took to get back to war.

	This was not how humans lived, or how humans thought, she told herself.

	She wasn't human anymore, she told herself. She had been made inhuman.

	Everyone had abandoned them, because they knew too much about Nocht's failure.

	Rather than kill them, which would be a step too far, everyone decided to ignore them.

	Soon as she stepped off the train and looked around in bewilderment with the rest of the soldiers, she sighed and she reached into her pocket for a cigarette. Shaking hands grabbed hold of the lighter and the cigarette, and it was a struggle to light it, both because of the cold and her own poor condition. She had dark circles under her eyes and her skin was clammy. Her makeup was poorly done, and she had lost weight in the worst way possible -- by simply not eating well, or not keeping down any of her food.

	This sickly state made everything in her line of sight shake and shimmer. It was as if she was looking at things through a trick lens. Everything was dream-like, unreal. She was sick, dying of sick, and she wanted a cigarette so badly. A cigarette and a hard drink.

	From behind and around her more and more confused soldiers stepped off the platform like cats being introduced to a new apartment. Everyone was stumbling around, glassy-eyed, buckling under their winter coats. All of their humanity had stayed behind in Ayvarta, where a shouting officer or a dismayed radio girl or the report of enemy guns could signal to their bodies what was to be done that hour or minute or day. When the train whistled again, everybody, herself included, made as if to duck gunfire or shells.

	This could not have been reality. Nothing about it felt good or made sense.

	It was hollow, artificial. It was something forced on all of them.

	Whatever.

	Fruehauf herself knew nothing anymore except her immediate, base desires.

	She raised the cigarette to her lips; someone pushed past her.

	She nearly dropped the cigarette; she managed to catch in time.

	Nothing had made her so angry in what seemed like months, as that action did then.

	Taking a drag, she watched with contempt as Anton Von Sturm, their so-called leader, tried to make himself scarce as quickly as he could muster. Surely if one of these zombies caught him they would rip him apart, but nobody noticed. Her eyes were locked onto the back of his little blond head. She felt like picking up a stray bottle and cracking him over the head with it. Everything had been his fault. Their utter ruination as a unit; her personal ruination as a professional and sober woman; maybe even the nation's ruin.

	And despite everything he could still walk with his head high and push past everybody like he meant anything. Something inside her seethed so thoroughly watching that little worm flounce away, that she started to move after him. If nobody else would do it, she would. She would dash that little worm's brains against the street, if none of these men were men enough to do it. Between the cigarettes, the alcohol, the drugs, something made her braver and madder and more bloodthirsty than ever! She'd kill him tonight!

	She followed him, staying many meters behind but making no other attempt at stealth.

	For Fruehauf, she had nothing to her name anymore. She had no family she wanted to see in this state; no boyfriend or lover or anyone to hold or touch her or make use of her in any way; no place to stay, save maybe hitting up some old friends and seeing what happened. She followed Von Sturm out of the station, feeling both impotent and yet empowered all at once, by his obliviousness and his arrogance and his foolishness. What did he think of her? Did he think anything at all? Last she knew of him he was just judging her for drinking herself stupid as they neared the end of their deployment.

	Nothing mattered because everything was fake. This was all fake. She was free here.

	More and more as she trailed him down the streets, deeper into the concrete and steel jungle of Junzien, she thought to herself that she would kill him. She would push him into traffic, or smash him into a light, or pick up glass from a waste bin and rip open his throat. Her head was hot and pounding with anger. She barely recognized the streets, she barely knew where she was going. There was no one out. Von Sturm wasn't trained to fight a woman trying to claw his eyeballs out. She could absolutely win this one.

	And Von Drachen was back in Ayvarta with his "Dragon" unit. No one was here.

	Except there was someone. She saw Von Sturm turn a corner suddenly and crash into a man that came stumbling out from the other way. Both fell to the ground. Von Sturm cursed, while the man was almost weeping with regret. He had a shabby coat, and a little black hat. He was tall and lean, built like a factory worker, and perhaps even covered in the soot of one. She saw something on his chest, clipped on like a medal. A frog pin.

	Fruehauf froze up suddenly. They weren't alone. She had missed her chance.

	Was she going to do it anyway? Was she ever going to do it? It was a nice fantasy, to rip Von Sturm's head out for revenge and then have a warm place to sleep and food and a predictable routine in a woman's prison. But she knew she wouldn't have done shit. She was useless, broken, with no hope of doing anything, if she had hope to begin with.

	"You giant oaf! Do you know who I am?"

	Von Sturm shouted at the man and hit him with his cap.

	Perhaps the man was drunk. He was reacting with a dire, exaggerated pain.

	"I'm so sorry, I'm so sorry. I'm so sorry; I respect the troops, I love the troops! My brother was the troops. My brother! Little brother! I'm so sorry mister troops!" He cried.

	He tried to reach out to Von Sturm and pat the snow off his coat as if to apologize.

	Von Sturm smacked his hand away with his cap.

	"Ugh! Don't touch me you god-damn ape!"

	"I love the troops! I voted for Lehner! I'm sorry! I lost my job! I'm sorry!"

	Again the man shrank back, immensely hurt. Fruehauf almost wanted to cry watching this injustice play out. It was this pitiable sight that typified their nation now -- a weeping peasant whipped for a lack of reverence and whipped for having too much, whipped by the sniveling, whining nobility made by money and war. That was the Federation now. She hadn't been drunk and drugged enough to see it before, but she did see it now.

	Right in front of her. An incompetent, a worthless man whom everyone hated, but here, put beside some regular nameless man from the street, he was elevated to a god.

	Suddenly everything seemed too real. It was a whiplash of emotion, going from cold and dead to hot and emotional; too emotional, too soon. Someone lit the candle in her chest, and the wax was the tears that ran down her face, as she watched this all helplessly.

	"You say you love the troops so much? I'm a Colonel, a Colonel you horrid drunk! I'm Colonel Von Sturm! I'll call the police on your beer-addled arse if you don't leave my sight this instant! I wouldn't care if your entire family lost their jobs!" Von Sturm shouted.

	Sobbing, the drunk man staggered back a step. His jaw unhinged a little.

	His eyes, still weeping, closed, and settled, and seemed to see Von Sturm now.

	Fruehauf thought she saw his face darken. He started to clench and unclench his fist.

	"Von Sturm? You're-- the 13th right? Little brother-- he was-- he sent letters--"

	Von Sturm stared quizzically at the man and exasperated, gestured for him to move.

	Fruehauf could hear the man's breathing even where she stood. He was gasping for air.

	He was looking around, covering his face with his hands, well and truly having a fit.

	"That place-- over in the 'varta. Bada Aso. Little Brother-- he was there--"

	His sentences became more and more fragmented as his breathing accelerated.

	"Will you shut up and move! I'm done with you! Just leave!" Von Sturm shouted at him.

	He clearly was paying no attention, listening to nothing the man was trying to say.

	He was so beneath Von Sturm's notice that the Colonel had on his angry, arrogant expression right until the very second the drunk's fist impacted with his nose.

	Fruehauf covered her mouth with her hands and shrank back behind a mail box.

	"You piece of shit." cried the drunk. "You got him-- you got him killed-- you--"

	In the next instant the drunk lunged at Von Storm and knocked him flat to the ground, beating him against the pavement with fists that seemed like they would break the stone. Von Sturm's arms thrashed and clawed against the man but did nothing to stop him. Shouting about his brother and about Lehner and about his job and how he failed the troops, the man smashed Von Sturm again and again until Fruehauf could stand it no more and fled into the alleyway, her hands grabbing hold of tufts of her own hair.

	She put her head to the wall and wanted to scream, but she also wanted Von Sturm to be beaten to death, and so the sound was restrained by something vengeful and primeval.

	"Um, are you okay?"

	Fruehauf looked up.

	There was a fire escape above her, and there was a woman on it, brown-skinned, dark-haired, dressed in a coat over a nightgown. There was light coming from behind her.

	She gave a friendly little wave.

	"Is something wrong, ma'am? Let me go get my girl-- my friend, we'll help you!"

	Staring up made Fruehauf dizzy, and she doubled over, vomiting.

	Her eyesight started to leave her, the world going black.

	She heard shouting, and the slamming of a steel ladder in the alley.

	Everything felt unreal and dreamlike, and as reality collapsed, so did she.

	 

	44th of the Postill's Dew, 2031 D.C.E

	Federation of Northern States, Republic of Rhinea -- Hotel Reich

	 

	Well into the night, Union's fundraiser and celebration continued with guest speakers, music, and more and more rounds of drinks. In the midst of all this, however, Bertholdt Stein was pulled off to the side by his campaign manager and carefully ushered out of the room. He waved at passersby and told everyone who asked that he would be right back down; but he had an important meeting and had to be prompt and discrete.

	Stein took an elevator up to the ninth floor with his campaign manager and personal secretary in tow. From the elevator, there was one room to the left with a young woman standing in front of the door, and she led them inside and followed behind them. She was a rare sight. Messy black air, brown skin, and a round face, soft-featured, dressed in a black pants-suit with a red ascot and a silver pocket-watch chain. She was not very tall, but she was lean, tomboyish, and had tough-looking hands. He couldn't tell if she was an Ayvartan or from Pelagos, because her dark eyes weren't quite as angled as an islander's.

	"This way." She said. Her Nochtish was almost impeccable.

	Past the door, the room was modest for the Reich, with one bed, a bathroom, a desk and some chairs. It was fairly small, with room for one modest occupant. It was the sort of room that would be scandalous for these two women to share; though Stein didn't judge.

	"Thank you for joining us, Mr. Stein. Please have a seat. I apologize for the elbow-room."

	Stein sat on the edge of the bed, close to their hostess. His secretary and campaign manager took chairs at his request, while the door-woman stood behind everyone with a reserved expression. He was not someone who made any appearances for his class.

	Sitting in one of the desk chairs, turned to face the door, was the woman Stein had come to meet. She was dressed extravagantly compared to her companion. Her silk blazer was patterned sky blue and gold, and her pants a light grey. She had golden hair tied into a conservative ponytail by way of a simple uncolored rubber band, and she wore a pair of thin spectacles perched on her gentle nose. Crystal-blue eyes gently appraised Stein. She was a beautiful woman; Stein thought the boyish suit was meant to dull that radiance.

	"I am Alicia Kolt. I am enchanted to meet with all of you." She reached out a hand and shook with Stein, his campaign manager and secretary. Her white-gloved hand was soft and slender, like the rest of her. She had a strong grip but did not dwell on it nor employ it frivolously. It was as if she was trying to hold their hands like someone held a tool during work. She sat with a perfect posture and spoke in a passionate voice. "I apologize for being scant in my communications, and I'm glad we could find the time to meet here. I want you to know I remain as committed as ever to invest in Union despite the personal difficulties I have encountered. Whether or not you accept my overtures, Mr. Stein."

	"I see no reason to decline them. Are there any?" Stein asked. He knew a little about the daughter of the Kolt family. She was a Kolt like Rescholdt-Kolt, the military-industrial machine behind a lot of Lehner's military modernization. Formed from a partnership of two companies, Rescholdt Future Technologies and Kolt Engineering, the firm now collectively designed and implemented almost all the ground vehicles in the army.

	Whether Alicia had any stake in the company or sway with it, that he did not know.

	"Well, my close involvement with labor has come under some scrutiny." She said.

	"Unions are not poison to me." Stein said. It was one of his slogans and it came out of him as naturally as the next one. "I was part of the biggest union in Nocht: our armed forces."

	Alicia seemed mildly amused by this. Stein thought he heard a groan from the back.

	"Yes, but it's different when your father is a major industrialist." Alicia said. "And oh, I realize I've been very rude to my dear," she paused for the briefest moment, "friend, and companion." She gestured graciously to the woman behind them. "Marit Hale, she could be called a pioneering labor activist. She took part in the Pelagic strikes last year."

	Stein looked over his shoulder with a curious expression. "Marit Hale? Aren't you the girl who stood in front of the tank on Iron Isle? Amazing. Your bravery is commendable."

	Marit adjusted her ascot nervously and averted her gaze. "Activist is a bit much. I really just help Alicia-- Ms. Kolt out a little with getting folks moving and organized is all."

	"Hell, if that ain't activism nothing is." Stein said. "Don't sell yourself short."

	Marit did not answer him, and kept staring at the wall, a little red in the face.

	Alicia smiled. "Marit is indispensable to me. And after we met, I realized that as someone who shares a name with war profiteers, I couldn't sit back and quietly inherit that sort of legacy. There's Iron Isles everywhere, and people like Marit suffering. Your speeches caught my attention, and your recent popularity has given me a lot of hope."

	"I'm taking that Lehner down." Stein said. There was an edge to his voice. "No question."

	Alicia nodded her head. "Mr. Stein, I hope you will be discrete with this information, but Marit and I helped organize the Plantation Strikes earlier this month. But our organizing efforts are nascent. After Iron Isle, everyone feels a little hopeless. With all that Marit suffered, and what I saw, we couldn't let this go on, but it felt impossible to have an effect. But even though the fire in Iron Isle was quenched, it led to a loss of production equivalent to an entire Panzer Division, and that gave me hope for stopping this war."

	Stein felt a slight disagreement but he didn't air it then. As a soldier of this nation, he felt that the best way to stop the war was electorally: by beating Lehner, getting in office, and striking a deal with the weakened Ayvarta that they would surely sign and bring the boys home. He didn't completely agree with getting their weapons sabotaged. An uncharitable part of him wondered if Alicia and Marit had red in their hands. Had men died without those tanks? Did men starve as a ripple effect of things like the plantation strikes?

	He did not say those things because it was not good politics. He was not running on an anti-war platform, he was running on an anti-Lehner platform. But anti-war folks were part of his big tent. Ayvartan citizens of Nocht were part of it. And labor was a huge part of it. Alicia and her vast Kolt coffers could also definitely be part of it. So he kept quiet.

	"Marit helped me decide to fight." Alicia said. Marit seemed to almost melt in the back of the room, so flustered she turned her back entirely on the meeting. "But all I had was more money than sense. The Plantation Strikes were clumsy, and people got hurt, but in the end we managed to get concessions out of the government. All of it helped me realize you need more than money and a willingness to help. You need an organization and acumen. That's why we're turning to you. Mr. Stein, if you convince me that you can be everything Achim Lehner is not, you can have everything that we've built so far."

	Alicia produced a folder from her desk and handed it to Stein. Inside were documents for a little firm called Horizon Mobilizations, which boasted of sizable accounts, numerous assets, and contacts for union machines in fifteen districts, including all those once involved in the Plantation Strikes, as well as an inventory of other useful contacts like lawyers, journalists, politicians, academicians and a few sympathetic industrialists.

	That was more generous than any of his other single donors so far. Stein already had quite a few unions expressing tentative support, and he was sure if he kept saying what they liked to hear they would come into his camp loud and proud on election day. But if what she was saying was true, Alicia, and Marit, had credibility, and hands-on info.

	He passed the folder to his campaign manager, who seemed a mixture of skeptical and impressed. Because it was his job to be skeptical, the fact that he was also impressed was a good sign to Stein. He returned the documents to Alicia and shook her hand too.

	From behind them, Marit then approached the assembled guests and laid a suitcase down on the desk. She unlocked and opened it, briefly flashing numerous stacks of Mark bills that lined every centimeter of the case's interior. Stein had barely been able to look at it before Marit turned it away with a cheeky expression, as if teasing them all.

	"We can start with that, and then I can cover other expenses as needed." Alicia said.

	"You drive a hard bargain." Stein laughed.

	"How do you feel now, Mr. Stein?"

	"I don't like to decide things overnight, Ms. Kolt, but I would like to meet again, and to have our lawyers chat, and figure out how we can focus our efforts to seize the capitol."

	"Thank you Mr. Stein. If I may be an allowed an unreasonable request, I would like a few minutes of your time alone to speak one on one on a particularly sensitive subject."

	Stein's campaign manager and secretary gave him a quizzical look. He smiled, amused by the invitation. He had come in with reservations, but Alicia seemed so formidable now that he couldn't say no. For the kind of money she seemed ready to throw down, a five minute sit-down behind closed doors was nothing. He raised his hand and nodded, indicating his willingness to stay, and eagerness to get his staff out the door.

	Once the room was clear of Stein's entourage, Marit approached and handed Stein another folder, much like the last one. It was innocuous until opened. There were a lot of grainy of photographs, electrophoto copies of documents and schematics, and a few pictures of a tank and several complicated parts. Stein didn't know what to make of it, and he felt uncomfortable thinking about what it could be and where it came from.

	"Miss Kolt, could you explain what I'm looking at? What are your intentions here?"

	Alicia smiled with just a little less energy than before. "Mister Stein, many of those documents concern a prototype tank under development at Rescholdt-Kolt, known as the M4PX Sentinel 'Heavy-E'. Though the tank itself is mostly a normal Sentinel tank of the type my family's company is now largely responsible for, the engine is notable."

	From the desk, Alicia withdrew an extendable pointer, and she picked through the documents from afar while Stein watched. She stopped on a diagram of the tank, and pointed at the rear, where the engine cover was. There were big grates over the engine, and in the diagram there were heat ripples drawn and marked 'heavy ray escape'. There was a sleeve of something called Osmium installed in bands around the engine armor, inside and out, and ominously labeled 'annihilation sphere regression sleeve.'

	"It is powered by a fuel cell crafted from a material referred to variously as Quintite, Agarthite and recently Lehnerite. Mister Stein, this material is under heavy research and development by the Lehner administration, and its implications quite frighten me."

	She showed him photographs of the material and its acquisition. There were photos of people with low-pressure hoses, squirting water at cave walls that were then frozen with canisters of something else. Across several photographs he saw the process of cutting into the wall, freezing water around a chunk of stone, extracting the ice-encased ores and then melting it, metal, ice and all, to reveal an almost alien piece of material. It was a chunk of rock, clearly unrefined, but it appeared to be composed of perfect little cubes.

	"There have been 18 deaths in the mining, processing and implementation of the experimental Agarthite cells that the government has covered up." Alicia continued. "Mister Stein, you might inherit command of these processes next year if you win. Agarthite is extremely dangerous. I will support you only if you help me publicize the truth about Agarthite, and support a clear platform that unilaterally condemns its use."

	Stein was about to tell Alicia that he could not in good conscience leak information from the government if he intended to run in this race; he was already facing pressure from Liberty die-hards and extremists who called him a communist and a traitor just for wanting to end the Ayvartan war, or for running against Lehner at all. Lehner would absolutely bury him if he revealed this information. She must have acquired it through her Kolt connections. But just because the government had some leaks did not make it excusable to gather the water and dump it into the town well. This was serious stuff.

	Then he turned a page by himself, and nearly jumped out of his seat with fright.

	There were pictures of massive holes in the ground and in walls, perfectly smooth; of people with cube-pattern lacerations and wounds; people with strange lumps on their bodies; and corpses that could only barely be called human anymore in shape. Stein almost felt like he was staring at something anathema to reality. It hurt his brain to contemplate the shapes he was trying to perceive, and he turned away from it in pain.

	"I don't understand. Can this be real? How did you come upon this?" Stein said.

	Alicia averted her gaze. "We Kolts have our ways, Mister Stein. Consider my proposal."

	Stein wanted dearly to forget he had seen anything about this, but beneath the campaign trail bluster, there really was something in him that wanted to see justice done. He was not entirely the man he sold himself as -- nobody was -- but he was enough of a man to follow his own convictions from time to time. He wanted to know more. He wanted someone to answer for what he'd seen and what Alicia claimed. Everything was too complicated for that moment on that night, and he was feeling terribly exhausted.

	"Miss Kolt, we'll talk. That's all I can say right now. I must go." Stein confessed.

	Alicia smiled. "Thank you, Mister Stein. I hope you will come to the right decision."

	Marit Hale approached and took the folder from Stein. He gladly gave it up, as if he were handing her a hot coal. He was relieved to have it off his hands. It was thoroughly vile.

	He composed himself quickly, putting everything out of his mind but the meetings ahead.

	There was a lot more to do that night still, a few people to convince, speechifying to do.

	Stein shook Alicia's hand, exchanged some final pleasantries, complimented her servant's sharpness, and trying not to think about 'Agarthite', he left the hotel room.

	When he was well out of earshot, the two girls sighed gloomily.

	"Don't fret." Alicia said.

	"Ugh. Should we go also?" Marit asked, not letting the room settle too much.

	Alicia was also quick to keep the energy going.

	"Let's stay and have a drink together. We have this nice room to all to ourselves. I've spent enough time in conferences. Let's just lie down together for the night."

	"God, finally. I'd love that. I was starting to think I'd have to stare at these people gorging themselves all night and I'd never get to have anything. I'll call room service."

	"Hey, you sound more excited for the food than me."

	Marit grinned at her. "You're part of the food."

	"Oh my."

	And in that way they went about their business.

	This would turn out to be a fateful decision for both of them.

	

	

	Federation of Northern States, Republic of Rhinea – Junzien

	 

	The Hotel Reich hadn't seen such a busy night in months. There was a crowd out front, people filing in and out. There was more street traffic in this blizzard than there had been in the most comfortable nights of the dawning Spring. There was a lot of energy. Everyone was talking about how Stein had come to challenge Lehner in his home town.

	Whether they agreed or not, people of all social classes felt a strange excitement about the prospect even in the gloom brought about by the war and its uncertainties.

	Niklas Todt watched the people come and go from an alley some distance away.

	He stared at the Reich and he felt disgust and betrayal, a loss of something sacred.

	All of those people, none of them knew. They thought they were smarter than him, but he read the right papers, listened to the right people. He knew what was really happening, and he felt sick to his stomach thinking about it. All of them thought they were smarter, they did, he knew it; he knew all the things they would say about him. But even a drop-out engineering student was smarter than the rabble. And he knew things damn it!

	Years ago he'd turned out for Lehner with his frog pin proudly on his chest, to that very Hotel, the Reich. And it felt like those lights had been made for him. It made him special.

	He wore that pin now as he would have a battle flag. There were traitors, conspiracies, foul demonic things happening. There were kids! Kids were involved! It was degeneracy, pure degeneracy, all of it, and he was sick, and he had to do something. Because he knew.

	He read the right papers; not the fake ones! He listened to the people who didn't lie.

	It felt heavy against his chest, against his coat. His heart, but something else too.

	Todt was angry, but his expression was blank. He steeled himself for what he would do.

	

	

	44th of the Postill’s Dew, 2031 D.C.E

	Federation of Northern States, Republic of Rhinea — Eiserne

	 

	Fruehauf fell in an unforgiving cold alleyway, and jarringly, without transition, she woke in a shabby couch in a room furnished with little else besides, the fireplace dangerously close. She feared she was being thrown in and burned, disposed of like the hated thing that she was, and panicked, and fell from the couch and squirmed uncontrolalbly.

	Two figures approached her suddenly and touched her and spoke soundless words.

	Fruehauf struggled against them. Her senses had not fully returned.

	Her vision wavered, and when it set, and the blaring tinnitus in her ears gradually settled, she could see and hear a dark-skinned, dark-haired woman and another. She focused on the first, an object of a dreadful fear, and she panicked and pushed her away and bashed herself against the couch trying to escape without standing from the ground.

	Finally another woman, blond-haired, blue-eyed, seized her and forced her still.

	"Come to your senses!" She shouted in Fruehauf's face.

	Freuhauf stopped struggling, and her eyes filled with tears, and she gasped for breath.

	Over the course of several minutes Fruehauf slowly came to. She averted her gaze from the Ayvartan woman and from the Nochtish woman who clearly understood and resented the way she treated the former. Fruehauf felt deplorable but steeped in that and did not allow herself to mutter any apologies. She well and truly wished she would just be discarded instead of afforded fake kindness, and so she became more forceful.

	"Just give me a ride to the Hotel Reich, if you want to help." She mumbled.

	"Who do you think you are? I'd throw you out on the street if it wouldn't constitute murder at this point!" said the Nochtish woman. "Are you listening to this?"

	She turned to the other woman, who shook her head and smiled weakly. "I'm not unused to this, don't worry. I think she's just disoriented. Aren't the soldiers all supposed to come tomorrow? If she's here this early there must be some other reason isn't there?"

	"I'm not going out of my way to make it my business for this ingrate."

	Fruehauf felt bitter but she didn't allow herself to indulge in any insults either.

	"I'm from the unlucky 13th. Everyone hates my unit so we're here early, so that there won't have to be a walk of shame in the middle of the festivities." Fruehauf said.

	Though the Ayvartan woman did not understand the reference, the blond understood.

	"The 13th Panzer? I guess that makes sense. It's awful cruel, but it makes sense."

	She seemed to ease off Fruehauf at that point and Fruehauf hated her pity.

	"If you won't murder me then just drive me to the hotel. I don't want to stay here."

	Both of the women were wearing robes over short gowns, and Fruehauf allowed herself the scandalous thought that they were cohabitating sapphics, a concept at once both well known and widespread and damned as a taboo. Since she didn't know their names, or where she was, and was unlikely to be given either, so she guessed there wasn't any danger in them meeting her like this. She couldn't report anything even if she suspected, not that she would at any rate, no matter how bitter. Or maybe they were just that bold.

	Not that she was going to report them; what good would it do for her? She was as bad.

	"Fine, I'll drive you there if it'll get you out of my hair." said the blond.

	"Okay." Fruehauf said. She sounded so bratty, and she hated it. But she couldn't help it.

	"Please take it easy ma'am," said the Ayvartan woman.

	Fruehauf didn't even look at her. She was too gentle and Fruehauf hated that also.

	

	

	Federation of Northern States, Republic of Rhinea — Hotel Reich

	 

	"Ma'am, this may be our only chance for a long time."

	Across the street from the Hotel Reich, among many cars packing the side of the road, there was a long, sleek black limousine with tinted windows. Though this vehicle served quite a life as a government vehicle, on this night its government markings, on its rear window and along the sides, had been covered by black strips of adhesive tape as a shoddy disguise. The limousine was lightly crewed: there were only two passengers and a driver. The VIP, a voluptuous blond woman in a black mink coat and a veiled hat, sat in the middle seat away from the windows. Across from her was an assistant in a skirt suit.

	"Ma'am, I'll go. I'm sure he'll understand and acquiesce to a meeting." said the assistant.

	She was a young girl, unremarkable save for her devotion.

	The VIP frowned, her lush red lips almost shining through the veil.

	Even covered up, she was too easy to spot. Everyone was already always looking for her in a crowd. She was too big, too popular, too beautiful. Her life was not hers to hide now.

	"This is stupid." said the VIP. "What can I do, even with his help?"

	"We can find dirt. We can sabotage Lehner."

	The VIP laughed bitterly. "Here I am, 'sabotaging' the father of my child."

	"I understand you're anxious ma'am, but the way he behaves, the way he treats you! It's horrible, it's scandalous. I detest it. I agreed with you before, when you said you wanted to get revenge. Ma'am, you deserve revenge on him. He doesn't deserve what he as."

	Agatha Lehner wondered if she'd hooked another girl with her charms, without even wanting to. Kind of like with Cecilia-- would she leave too? But Cecilia hadn't been unwanted. She could delude herself as much as she wanted. But she loved Cecilia. Perhaps this girl who had admired her for long, had grown to feel that way too.

	What was with the women of this nation and their repressed, hopeless emotions?

	Agatha wanted to shout. But she was so exhausted by everything.

	"Go." She said finally. "He'll think it's a trick. He won't ally with us. But go."

	Nodding, the assistant left the limousine without even taking her coat.

	Agatha reached out to her reflexively. Whether she wanted to warn her to take her coat, or to grab her and kiss her out of wanting a woman to kiss; she wasn't certain which would have happened. Neither did. So quick was her assistant, so precise, that she was crossing the street before any more could be said. But not before Agatha could miss her.

	Outside, the wind was picking up and driving the snow so that it seemed to fall in arcs, like the fire of a howitzer. They had a full blown blizzard on their hands, but there were still people out and loitering, because the event at the Reich was just that grand. Agatha's young assistant squeezed between the cars and moved toward the crowd at the doors.

	She bumped into a man, and was barely able to say she was sorry before darting on.

	Pushing her way through a crowd apparently growing denser, she found, in the lobby of the Reich, that Bertholdt Stein was preparing to leave. His entourage surrounding him, and cameras and microphones ensnaring them, they moved meter by meter to the doors.  Reporters hurled questions at him from every which way, flashed him without a second's hesitation, encircled him from all sides for his image and his words.

	At this sight, the assistant panicked. She was too late.

	This was not a case of a woman in a professional capacity who feared failing her boss in a task that could have granted her promotion. She would have stopped and give up if so. However this young woman had a sense of empathy toward a fellow woman, perhaps deeper than empathy, and she was smitten with justice and the belief she could carry it out. Bertholdt Stein was certainly privy to the gossip, to the slow humiliation of Agatha Lehner, her disappearance from banquets, her husband's meetings with other women.

	Surely Stein, if he was a real man, would at least agree to a meeting. To listen to her.

	Fueled by this irrational desire, the assistant hurled herself through the crowd.

	"Herr Stein!" She cried out. "Please sir! I need to talk with you."

	She burst through, found herself directly in front of the man and bowed her head.

	Shocked, Stein and his entourage paused to take stock. The crowd pulled back a little.

	All of those eyes were on her, and she could scarcely do more than stare and stammer.

	It was only when the gunshots rang that she was able to get out another word.

	

	

	Actions, once undertaken, cannot ever be fully recovered or undone.

	In every decision there is the tragedy of the effect caused and the context lost.

	Were it possible to step backward through the dimension of Time and arrive at any moment, one would still possess no means to change the future, but merely to create a new and different future through new and different actions. Were it possible to return to a moment in time, one would still fail to understand the fullness of its context, for every detail from the breaths taken and the sights seen, are impossible to recreate as a whole.

	Historians work with visions, dreaming into the past. Like dreams, there is a skeleton of the truth, but when one considers the magnitude of everything that encompasses humanity, one realizes how simplistic that which we see as total truly is. One never comes close to the true enormity of the past; one can only create a nonfiction of it. One can reproduce the facts that one has and inject prejudice into them; and call it truth.

	Ponderous "what if's" are viewed as unprofessional, but where there is time, every historian projects their own prejudices to the past and wonders, had the item that vexes them personally been removed from a scene, could life have turned out better then?

	Since the 44th of the Postill's Dew, many have wondered about the assassination of Bertholdt Stein, and what could possibly have been done to change its cruel reality.

	Many men have picked one of the several meetings that Stein had after which he could have left the building peacefully and lived to fight another day. A popular prejudice, for those who know of it, is that the meeting with Alicia Kolt was valuable and necessary; beyond that, it is a product of the historian's bias which of the various consultants, lawyers, men of faith, and other persons with no valuable words, could have been axed.

	It was perhaps the final meeting that was most tragic and frivolous, most vexing.

	Many men in their bias would judge the woman who held up Stein until he was shot.

	They would have cruel words for her, because they would call her and the deep-seated feelings that she held, 'irrelevant', 'pointless', 'frivolous'. They would wonder aloud if she was a plant, or if she was Bertholdt's mistress, or a young woman he took advantage of who desired some satisfaction. She would be utterly picked apart by history, destroyed.

	Her connection to Agatha Lehner was mercifully destroyed in the process as well.

	After all, what control or influence could one woman really exert on another one.

	At any rate, as soon as the guns went off, Agatha was driven away and disappeared.

	She was never connected to the scene nor did she connect herself to it, out of fear.

	A nameless assistant would take blows in death that no even the shooter himself did.

	

	

	Niklas Todt knew he was sick, and he knew he was part of a society that was sick.

	To a point, Todt flew close to the substance of things, but he kicked off of the planet he was orbiting and became a moon to the truth, never touching it, never colliding. He hovered around truth and made violent tides that disfigured its surface. Nothing more.

	Todt believed Nocht was being eaten from within, and he correctly identified that his lot in life was impoverished, marginalized, steadily drained: but not by warmongers and industrial vultures and capital kings who hoarded the wealth literally bled from civilians and soldiers alike. Todt blamed the peace movement, those cowards who tried to steer them from glorious victory; he blamed the subhuman Ayvartans, the mongrel Lachy, the barbaric Loups, and other such peoples whose conspiracies undermined the livelihood of those he considered truly human; he blamed the leftists and intellectuals and elites, now a singular class, unified out of the distortions of his own brain, for undermining an idealized Nochtish culture through the moral degeneracy of their scarcely-read words.

	In his mind, he was part of the most hated, harassed, censored group of men on Aer.

	In Todt's life, the singular moment that politicized him was the frog pin that he had received at an Achim Lehner rally, years ago. Political commentators called him and other Lehner voters "Frogs," who croaked and bleated in tune with their master, who let Lehner think for them so they wouldn't have to. They let Lehner talk to them about science and progress and a new age for Nocht, about a utopian Nochtish vision were men armed with the greatest intellects in the world, the highest technology, the most iron-clad moral clarity and strength and a perfect roadmap of ideas, would finally solve the problems of civilization and become immortal. Todt had never felt both so angry and so elated. He was part of something; there was finally a place he was not alienated from. He listened to Lehner along with his fellows, and he believed, and he psyched himself up. And yet, that place was ridiculed and besieged. Todt believed he had to fight for it now.

	That was as much as his manifesto had to say.

	Beyond that, his physical actions were known.

	He took his brother's gun and he made it to the Hotel Reich.

	For a long time he was a heavily psychoanalyzed cadaver.

	Scholars would interrogate him in absentia for ages.

	It was vexing!

	He must have known the ramifications of what he was about to do. That there was no way he could escape, no way he would be acknowledged as the hero he saw himself to be. No way his movement would not alienate him for their own sake. And yet, on this score, history would fail. They never truly saw what lurked inside Niklas Todt's head.

	He was a ghost, and he would haunt history and those who lived in it.

	

	

	A grey Oder Olympus parked across the street, near a black limousine.

	None of the people in either car knew how close or how distant they were then.

	With a huff, a young woman charged out of the back of the Olympus and crossed.

	"Good riddance!" shouted the driver.

	In the next instant, there were gunshots from inside the Reich.

	Immediately, the black limousine took off, so fast it almost hit the Olympus.

	Shocked, Cecilia Foss and Ramja Biswa stepped out of the car and stared at the street around the Hotel Reich. People fled in a panic. A human mass emptied out.

	Helga Fruehauf rushed inside out of some soldierly sense of justice.

	Even she did not know what she was doing, but the sound of guns activated something in her. She charged through the doorway and found herself facing the back of a disheveled, wild-haired man shooting wildly with one-handed grip. He hit a woman in front of him twice, swung his arm, hit two men, and then he hit finally laid waste to his actual target. Bertholdt Stein got to say to nothing, not even to beg, not even to stop; he was struck in the stomach, and the recoil rode the other shots up, to the chest, to the neck twice.

	Fruehauf threw herself forward, barely thinking.

	She wrestled a surprised Todt to the ground.

	They fumbled with the gun for what was an eternity to those trapped around them.

	Fruehauf and Todt both had the insane strength of adrenaline on their side.

	But Todt took control of the gun, because Fruehauf was herself, too sick, too drained.

	Had she not been so mistreated for the past several months, had she not been on the razor's edge of life and death even as she walked through that door. Then perhaps.

	After all she suffered, she tragically could not withstand any more abuse.

	Todt shot Fruehauf in the chest, and, wide-eyed, unbelieving of her situation, she fell.

	As Fruehauf died, unremarked upon and unknown, Todt stood back up.

	He turned the gun back on Bertholdt Stein and his entourage.

	There was a resounding click. His magazine was empty.

	That click, like a dog whistle, awakened something primal in the surrounding people.

	Todt dropped the gun, and he was beset.

	Dozens of people lunged for him, punched him, kicked him in a mob. He was brought to the ground, and beaten with furniture, beaten with the strong steel paperweights of the front desk, beaten with the hard snow boots of visiting guests, beaten with furniture. His face was smashed out of shape, his bones were crushed, his organs stamped to a pulp, he was beaten and beaten and beaten and beaten and beaten like his blood was for painting the floor. Men and women, wealthy guests and poor hotel workers, all destroyed Todt.

	His green frog pin turned red and black and seemed to be swallowed by his own flesh.

	All of the pain of the human race seemed to be inflicted upon Todt in that one instant.

	Everything else was forgotten. Many crucial details would just, be forgotten.

	Everything but this aberration, this act of God against their fake peace.

	Fruehauf was beyond the help of a hospital, and yet, nobody even offered.

	Stein had been practically dead on the spot, losing both heart and artery.

	

	

	"Oh my god!"

	Ramja and Cecilia stepped through into the hotel, minutes after the final shot.

	Fruehauf was dead on the floor, away from the mob taking revenge on Niklas Todt.

	She was ringed in a tidy circle of blood, like a macabre piece of art.

	Ramja covered her mouth in shock, tears bursting from her eyes.

	Unlike her people in Ayvarta, she was still innocent and unknowing to bloody violence.

	Cecilia grabbed hold of Ramja and tried to pull her away.

	She was not innocent to violence; and therefore she could at least shield her partner.

	She took her back home, where they wept, huddled together, breathed deeply.

	Back home, where they lived. They would live. They were alive. Shocks could pass.

	Though they had seen something sudden and shocking they were unprepared for, they could manage to live through it. Nobody was lucky; but they were luckier than some.

	For everyone, it was over and one. In an instant, and without satisfaction.

	Ambulances came with nobody to heal. Everyone who was hurt was hurt to death.

	Police came with nobody to question. Everyone who could explain was too dead to do so.

	It was messy, sudden, random, despicable and vexing. Vexing! Who could understand?

	There was no moment of grandeur where every life touched by this connected to form a tapestry with meaning attached. There was nothing revelatory; everything was just swallowed in the silent trauma of moving on and forward every day in a sick society. Everyone felt helpless to do anything except hope there would be no more shocks.

	If there was one historical angle that could be concrete in year 2031, it was the impact on the presidential race. And yet election analysts, wary of politicizing the incident or implicating the President, which would have been dangerous and unfair in their view, were brief and nearly silent on the matter of Stein, and the politics of the election year.

	All that anyone knew was that the constant of the Solstice War was extended yet again.

	Could the Solstice War have been ended by Bertholdt Stein in 2031-32 Nocht?

	That would remain a question for the idle time of the historian, not for the profession.

	 


74. Life In The Besieged City

	24th of the Hazel's Frost, 2030 D.C.E.

	 

	Ayvarta, Solstice City -- Kuwba Oasis Resort

	 

	As the sun began to fall, and the sky turned red, the rings were exchanged.

	It was not a massive ceremony nor a state ceremony. There was no roaring crowd, no band, no feast, no media. They had no diamond-studded rings and no bouquet to fling. Few people knew of the occasion; fewer attended. Kuwba was their silent witness.

	Curtained off with bamboo dividers, the waterside was reserved for the brides and a handful of guests. Standing at the edge of the stone ring around the oasis, framed by the trees in the background, the women held hands and looked at each other fondly, close to tears with joy. Mayor Mazibe said some words, and linked the bride's hands together, and then stepped aside for them to recite their vows. They were brief vows. Those women, who had fallen in love exiled to a deserted island for anti-goverment activities, knew each other's vows by heart. They had already been living those vows for years.

	"Daksha."

	"Kremina."

	They were dressed as bride and groom. Daksha in a sharp black suit, and Kremina in a silver-blue dress. Daksha wore her hair gathered up in a bun, while Kremina had a flowing ponytail ringed with flowers and covered by a lacy veil. Neither one looked her forties and fifties in this scene, in this attire. Both looked like young, romantic girls, openly weeping and trembling with emotion as they held hands and stared longingly at one another. Even before the Mayor started talking, and even after he stopped, the tears would not leave their faces, but neither would their smiles. Under the falling sun, they glowed with a sublime beauty. When they drew in to kiss, even their guests wept.

	Parinita Maharani was weeping most loudly, sobbing, covering her mouth with a handkerchief to snort, her makeup starting to run a little around her eyes. She felt small, like a woman struck dumb by the sublime, belittled by a grandeur that shocked her to tears. She was standing in the shadows of giants and she felt completely unworthy.

	Madiha Nakar was not weeping, but she admitted to herself that she was near to it. She felt almost nothing coherent at all. She did not have the greatest grasp on her emotions.

	Daksha and Kremina broke their matrimonial kiss, held their hands up to each other's faces, and kissed again. They put their foreheads together and sobbed and smiled. They were laughing, closer than anyone had ever seen them. There was a subdued applause.

	"By the power invested in me by the office of the Solstice mayorship, I declare thee both joined in official matrimony!" shouted Mayor Mazibe, so excited by the whole ceremony that he completely mixed his secular, religious, ancient and modern speech together. Everyone was too busy with the bride and the suit-bride, to truly pay him attention.

	After the declaration, Charvi Chadgura and Gulab Kajari raised rifles into the air and fired into the distance. They were dressed in matching suits, acting as designated wedding shooters. It was allowed by the resort -- they fired toward the empty oasis.

	All of it was merely traditional. For Ayvartans the ceremony was truly nothing so grand. It was no joining of a King and Queen. Only the dress and the people stood out.

	Two women in love got to have a vulnerable, touching moment beneath a falling sun.

	That was all they wanted, and by all accounts, it seemed as wonderful as they dreamed.

	After a loving relationship of over 20 years, Admiral Kremina Qote and Premier Daksha Kansal were finally, officially married on the 24th of the Hazel's Frost of 2030 D.C.E.

	Madiha Nakar watched everything with muted emotion, not quite knowing how to behave appropriately or what to say that would be profound. She knew that everything was beautiful and happy, and she knew that she herself felt the swelling of emotion when the brides kissed, and she felt that she wanted something like this for herself.

	But it was hard to communicate it in a way that didn't seem trite, so she mostly kept to herself and Parinita, on the periphery of the ceremony, holding hands and trembling.

	"I want a ceremony just like this." Parinita said. "I want a cozy little venue by the water with a pretty background, a beautiful dress, and a funny little man as the notary."

	Madiha put on a little smile. "We should book this place today, so we'll get it in a year."

	Anyone could book the hotel now, and so, it was booked very far ahead of time.

	"We'll do it." Parinita said. Her eyes teared up again. "We'll live and we'll shine like this."

	She tightened her grip on Madiha's hand and Madiha gripped tightly backed.

	Their hearts were full of emotion that they could scarcely identify or handle.

	

	

	Ayvarta, Solstice City -- Kuwba Oasis Hotel

	 

	"Madiha Nakar! It's been far too long."

	Kremina Qote extended a hand to Madiha and she shook it, and Kremina laughed in return. Madiha did not know why, and thought perhaps she made some kind of embarrassing etiquette blunder. Maybe she was supposed to kiss her hand?

	"Don't break my bride's arm, please." Daksha joked.

	Madiha laughed a little herself then, and at her side, Parinita giggled with her.

	"I remember when she was just a little courier girl." Kremina said. "To think she would grow a head taller than me and nearly rip my arm off at my own wedding day."

	"She doesn't know her own strength." Parinita said, trying to play along.

	"I didn't pull that hard." Madiha said, averting her gaze awkwardly.

	Kremina patted her on the arm. "Just having fun! Come now, let's have some drinks."

	Madiha turned to Parinita, who nodded pointedly.

	"Come on, of course you'll drink. It's practically contractual." Kremina said.

	"Take her up on that or she'll drink it all herself." Daksha said. "I'd prefer her a bit sober."

	After the ceremony, Kremina and Daksha relocated to the resort's Principal suite, their best accommodation, for a short honeymoon stay before resuming their duties. Madiha and Parinita were invited for a meeting before the two lovebirds secluded themselves.

	It was a palatial establishment they were given: almost a whole floor of the hotel for themselves, with a kitchen, a hot bath, a game room with pool, darts and shuffleboard, and a bedroom that was passionately red, candle-lit and smelled of sweet incense.

	They caught up with Daksha at the foyer, and she took them on a little tour while Kremina dug into the alcohol cabinet, as was her wont. They soon rendezvoused at the dining room, a cozy affair, small and square with the walls decorated with paintings of things like fruits baskets, wine bottles and whole hams. Kremina put out several different bottles of champagne, rice beers, sugarcane wine, and grape wine.

	There was also a bit of a spread. Fresh, crunchy vegetables in little cups; small flatbreads; and various spiced dips like lentils, chickpeas, and chutneys.

	"Cheers!"

	Before anyone else even reached for a glass, Kremina downed a shot of sugarcane wine.

	"You only live once!" She said, slamming the glass down on the table with a satisfied grin.

	In no time, she was already pouring herself a second.

	Regardless of her drinking manner, Kremina looked stunning at the head of the table. Her face was bright and immaculate, the lines from her eyes giving her a stately beauty that was as well aged as the drinks being served. Her ponytail, already silvery in the past, took well to growing grayer and the flowers around it were fresh. She was well made up, with blue eyeshadow and lipstick that suited her sleek, tidy blue dress. Her shoulders were free, her bust raised up by the bodice. It looked to Madiha as if made of a futuristic metal rather than cloth because the skirt was shiny and unruffled. Madiha was used to big dresses at the very few western-style weddings she had attended in her life.

	"I know I can't stop you, but I can try to empty the bottle before you." Daksha said.

	She seized the offending item from her bride's hand, and drank directly from it.

	"That's unfair! Well, there's always the rice beer." Kremina said, popping a different cork.

	Truly they seemed a couple made for one another.

	Though Kremina was definitely a sublime beauty, Daksha was no slouch herself. She was reminiscent of her gangster days, sans her iconic fedora, now in Madiha's possession. Her hair was turning grayer in places, but the gradient-like effect when collected into a bun was attractive; the little lines around her lips and eyes added a regal gallantry to her overall appearance. She wore just a touch of powder on her skin. Her wedding suit was well tailored, with a black coat that accentuated her shoulders, a buttoned vest that was loose enough for her chest but well fitted, and pants that made her legs look perfectly straight. Though she was not quite the wiry brawler that she had been in the past, the Premier was still dashing and handsome enough to match the beauty of her bride.

	"Madiha, we have to put up a fight!" Parinita whispered to her.

	She picked up the bottle of grape wine and poured Madiha a little glass.

	"Social drinking is a contest of wills. We are representing our generation!"

	Madiha did not understand the collective madness of the room. Despite this, she drank dispassionately, tipping the contents into her mouth and swallowing, hoping it would please everyone involved. Parinita stared at her critically, until Madiha extended her glass out as if to ask for another pour. This brought a prize-winning smile to her girlfriend's face, quite a match for those on the giddy brides. She happily complied.

	Though it was impossible for them to outshine a pair of experienced wives on their wedding day, Madiha and Parinita certainly tried their best. Madiha herself was wearing a suit, as she was known to do. Her hair, which had gotten long enough again, was tied up in a little ponytail. She had left her coat elsewhere and dressed down to her vest and shirt, which were rather plain, but she thought her height and stature and the gentle smoothness of her face lent her a good mix of boyish-girlish charm. Daksha's fedora also helped a little to make her stand out. Parinita, however, was the bridal guests' trump card, in a colorful, traditional Ayvartan garb. She was draped in a purple and gold sari over a matching dress, with a plunging neck and an open midriff. Her strawberry hair was flowing and decorated with flowers, and her gold makeup was immaculate.

	There were numerous cheers around the table, and with each cheer, the girls drank.

	"To health!"

	"To sapphism!"

	"To socialism!"

	In appearance, as a relatively young couple Madiha and Parinita could hold their own, but it was quickly becoming clear they were amateurs at drinking. Madiha quickly developed a headache, and Parinita was drinking shamefully slowly, trying to mask that she was a lightweight. Meanwhile, between the two, Daksha and Kremina had nearly disposed of the rice beer and sugarcane wine, and taken notice of the snacks too.

	"This is too hectic." Madiha said. "I need water."

	Parinita drooped her head and put down the bottle. "I submit also. They're too strong."

	"Like the...second act villain?" Madiha whimpered.

	"If you're going to steal my lines, you'll need to do better." Parinita said weakly.

	Across from them, Daksha and Kremina were giggling, chatting half-sentences and interrupting each other, the alcohol clearly starting to unwind their brains.

	"Ah, if only, if only, Anatoly, Anatoly right? He was the guy?" Kremina said.

	"It wasn't Anatoly. I killed Anatoly. He was a rat." Daksha replied.

	"Okay, not him. There was a guy. A guy who drank well, remember?"

	"Kremina, we knew a lot of guys." Daksha said.

	"I wish Anatoly, was here. I'd drink him to shame, that rat. I'm invincible at drinking."

	"I told you it wasn't Anatoly who did anything. You wouldn't drink with Anatoly."

	"We knew a lot of guys, you say. None of them here at our wedding! How rude!"

	Daksha looked at the floor for a second, shaking the bottle of wine, stirring the remnants.

	"A lot of them-- well, they can't help it. A lot of them died. They can't help it."

	Kremina held up a glass. It was empty. She put it to her lips like it was full.

	"To the dead!"

	Daksha, her head bowed still, lifted her bottle. "To the dead." She said, much less eagerly.

	"You know who was a good drinker? Lena Ulyanova. Fantastic drinker."

	"She was."

	"Such a tiny body, could hold so much alcohol. It was death-defying. I was still better."

	Daksha shook her head. "If Lena Ulyanova was, if she was--"

	"'scuse me?"

	"I said if Lena Ulyanova was alive, things would be different."

	"Yes, they would be." Kremina poured a shot, half on the table. "She wouldn't be dead."

	"That would be big indeed. But I think she would know get people to do things right."

	"We're doing things right. We got married finally. We stopped living in sin."

	"I mean, things of the state." Daksha said. She held up a bottle. "To Lena!"

	"To Lena!" Kremina drank her shot.

	"Bah!" Daksha put the bottle down, and it toppled over on the table and would have spilled had any decent amount of liquid remained in it. "I'm a lousy cheerer, Kremina. Lousy at drinking, lousy at cheering, lousy at everything. Lena was a genius. I'm lousy."

	Kremina patted Daksha on the shoulder, and with amazing technique, managed to leverage the gesture into a grab, taking the back of her head and pulling her down into a kiss. It was very sloppy, given she was juggling a mouthful of beer as well as her wife's tongue, but somehow Kremina managed it, and a shocked Daksha played well along.

	When their lips parted, Kremina put her forehead to Daksha's chest.

	"You don't have to be a genius. I don't want a genius! I want someone like me who understands being trampled and overlooked. I think the people, they want someone like that too. I think these kids need that too." She turned to look at Parinita and Madiha.

	Groggily, the two girls had been watching the exchange, without input.

	At the mention of them, they snapped to attention.

	"All the geniuses went and died in their lofty dreams. We're normal people who are making a world for us. That's our job now. And we're doing it well." Kremina said.

	Daksha rested her own head against that of her wife. "I hope you're right."

	They held each other there, weeping lightly, for seemingly as long as they had drank and rambled before. Madiha and Parinita did not know what to say. So they said nothing.

	"To the kids!" Kremina let out an anguished cheer, launching her glass overhead.

	Everyone scurried for cover. Everyone agreed to stop drinking after that.

	Madiha and Parinita left the table less drunk than the brides, but also less confident.

	

	

	On the foyer there was an old matchlock rifle hung up on the wall.

	Madiha had to train with one of those so-called classics in the Academy, for purposes of procession duty. She despised it. Temperamental, slow-firing. Powder was easily ruined, the bullets were old and deformed and sometimes the barrel interior deformed too.

	"I know you hate everything old, because your head's poisoned by efficiency."

	Daksha stood beside Madiha and stared up at the rifle on the wall.

	Parinita had gone to look after Kremina, who was, for what she claimed was the first time in her life, taking her drinking poorly and laid up in bed. Madiha wondered if it was time to consider the wedding ruined and perhaps plan a makeup, but she did not voice her concern. She had walked idly around the suite, trying to shake off the alcohol in her own head, when she was taken in by the curious token in the foyer. Then Daksha had caught up. They had been wanting to speak for a long time, Madiha knew this, she knew this desire was shared. However, there had been no good opportunity until now.

	"Well, we have better rifles now." Madiha said. "We could use those for procession."

	"These are historic. They remind us of something." Daksha said.

	"They remind me of how poor these old rifles were."

	"You can be such a child sometimes." Daksha laughed.

	"What is the message supposed to be then?"

	Daksha looked up at the rifle with a weary expression.

	"For the Empire, these rifles represented pride. For us, they represent sin. You wield those rifles in procession to remind you to be respectful of the tools your predecessors used to commit evil. You toil with them so you understand that even with those weapons they slaughtered countless people, and that you must not just look at it as a mere tool."

	Madiha averted her gaze. She already thought of that quite often.

	She just did not think of it during procession at school.

	"We should consider a lecture element to procession then." She said demurely.

	"We should." Daksha sighed.

	She contemplated the rifle and crossed her arms, and began her own impromptu lecture.

	"That style of rifle was imported by the Ayvartan Empire from the Elves. The Empire claimed all of the territorial Ayvartan continent for itself, including the south, like Adjar, Cissea, and Mamlakha. But they didn't have the power to back it up, until they exercised one strength that nation-states have over tribes and villages. They engaged in diplomacy with an equal nation, a nation that taught them armed conquest the likes of which the world had never seen before. And just as the Elves spread over Afarland, Borelia, Nort, Helvetia, Mauricia, and so on, the ethnic Arjun of Solstice spread across Ayvarta."

	She referenced two historical ethnicities in Ayvarta. Down South, it used to be the Umma, and in the North, it used to be the Arjun. It was different now. There were all kinds of people everywhere. There was a third catch-all category, created for the Imperial census, called "Zungu," people who were mixed with 'white' or 'foreign' people. There were various other ethnicities often unacknowledged. The Hudim, for example, who practiced their own unique religion and were considered an ethnic group; the Zigan nomads; various Barbar tribes in the desert; the Mamlakhs themselves, the Cisseans, and so on.

	All of those peoples and territories were beyond the grasp of Solstice once again.

	This time it was not an Arjun empire that conquered them, nor was it by their own hand that they were made separate from the rest of Ayvarta. It was the Nocht Federation.

	"A lot was done to the Southern peoples, hundreds of years ago. Socialist Solstice has tried to make up for it here and there. We teach what we have of the Umma language, we incorporated it into the Socialist Language Standard. I named the KVW that way, a lot of the Unions, to pay homage to their language group as best as I can. And we also let the South practice self-governance as a bloc. A lot of things were overlooked that way, but it's what the people wanted there. It's the least we could do to make up for the past."

	Madiha found questions of ethnicity difficult to answer, but she understood, as one trying to make up for her own past, the need to fulfill those sorts of reparations. She did not hate anyone nor did she think she oppressed anyone for their ethnicity and as a good socialist she tried to be conscious of all kinds of social positions and relations, such as those of class and race and sex. But she remembered Mansa; she hated him completely, and she despised the things that he stood for, and all that he did to her and to Ayvarta.

	However, the growth of his power independent of Solstice made sense when one considered the history of ethnicities in Ayvarta. His people looked up to him as a strongman who wielded Umma power in a majority Arjun world. They loved him because he positioned himself against an Arjun orthodoxy that was seen as ineffective and untrustworthy. Even if it had been the Ayvartan Empire who committed the sin in the first place, Solstice in general was tainted by it, and Solstice's socialist project, as the successor state, had to be the one to make amends. Perhaps they didn't do enough.

	It was all such a mess.

	"I really don't know what to say that." Madiha finally admitted.

	Daksha cracked a little smile.

	"I guess it's unfair for me to act like we're both complicit. I've always thought of you as an Arjun because of your physical appearance. But I honestly can't know. And at any rate, it isn't your place to do anything about it. I was the one who was supposed to save everybody from the tyranny of the Empire. I feel like I ended up failing at that." She said.

	The tyranny of the Empire, she said--

	It jogged Madiha's memory. She thought of how her birth was something of a mystery.

	And Mansa, too, being on her mind at the same time--

	"I am really sorry for everything Madiha." Daksha said. "We used you. I struggle every day thinking of the backs we built this country on. You were just a child, and I ask myself, is all of this really worth all the desperate measures that I took to build it--"

	Quite suddenly, Madiha turned to face Daksha with serious eyes.

	"Am I Empress Ayvarta II, Daksha?"

	She almost expected to be shot at that moment, in some dark, lurid corner of her mind. Certainly it was a shocking question to ask, and at such a moment too. At least it allowed her to dodge thinking about the question of ethnicities, which was always fearful and puzzling. And it had been on her mind for far too long now, her status. She had been afraid since hearing the insinuations from the villains she came across in Rangda, and since remembering her role in the chaos of the Revolution. She had been afraid that if she was actually some long lost noble child, she was undermining socialism by living.

	So, thinking all of that, she expected Daksha to dispose of her, to end the royal line.

	Instead, Daksha grinned and shook her head. She looked like she had tears in her eyes.

	"On the census, you keep putting down Madiha Nakar every few years. If you want to change your name, you can do it without saying scandalous shit like that." Daksha said.

	She smiled, but there was indeed a glistening of tears she was fighting off.

	Madiha chuckled. "I guess you're unbothered by the whole thing, huh?"

	"Did you expect differently? Madiha, I think of you like a daughter. I don't know where you really came from and I never checked. To me, that doesn't matter. Didn't we want to erase class, sex, ethnic discrimination and all of that? Isn't that socialism? Hell I don't know my own ethnicity really. I was born in the South. I might be some quarter Umma or something, who cares? I never had the privilege of my ethnicity but I identify as an Arjun to make amends to people who were far more oppressed than me for far longer."

	Daksha turned to her and put both hands on her shoulders, looking into her eyes.

	"You're what you decide to make of yourself. No matter who your parents were. Even if you end up being the long lost Empress, you killed your father. There's no Empire now. On the census, I could put Umma or Arjun. I decided which and why. You can too."

	Madiha nodded her head solemnly. There was a lot on her mind still. This was not such a liberatory thing to be told. After all, even knowing all of this, and being given a choice, she still did not know what she truly wanted to become or what she could become at all. She just knew what she was good at, and what she was interested (or obsessed with).

	She supposed that she had no choice right now but to fight this war.

	So she could defer thinking about everything else when there was peace.

	"At any rate, why am I being so gloomy on my wedding day?"

	Daksha shook her head and picked up the matchlock from its place of honor.

	"You know how to use this, of course."

	Madiha nodded. She could use any weapon by touching it. Ever since she was a child.

	"Lets have a little contest then." Daksha said.

	Under the matchlock there had been a stack of plates, and a pair of boxes.

	One contained charges, the other contained balls. It was a shooting kit.

	"I never miss." Madiha said apologetically. "So, I cannot lose."

	"Bah, don't be so full of yourself." Daksha replied. "If I can't win, I'll tie you."

	Madiha laughed.

	"It would be a moral victory." She said.

	"It will be!" Daksha corrected her.

	They went to the roof and twenty plates later, Madiha handily won.

	She was not even able to throw the game for the bride's sake.

	Madiha was just not capable of throwing games.

	

	

	"I'm truly growing old. My youth has absolutely left me. I'm decrepit -- a crone!"

	Kremina Qote bemoaned her misfortunes in the grand bedroom arrayed for her and Daksha's honeymoon night. Dressed in full wedding regalia, she lay against the pillows with a hand over her face, tossing and turning, the blood drained from her face. She had drank too much and it made her sick. She claimed this was an unnatural occasion, an ill omen. Parinita did not know that she and Daksha had met because Kremina had fallen dead drunk and essentially got them captured by the Imperial police. She believed in Kremina's fierce drinking reputation and told herself it was a pity that everyone aged.

	"Here, drink this. Drink all of it, Mrs. Kansal. Even if you dislike the taste."

	Parinita came back from the kitchen with a mug of honey-ginger tea and a big piece of salty breaded paneer, fried quickly in ghee. She dropped the cheese plate on the dresser beside the bed, and handed Kremina the mug. "It's a traditional cure. I vouch for it."

	Her patient moaned and protested, but eventually started drinking the tea.

	"It's awful! It's got too much ginger!" Kremina said, recoiling from it.

	"Trust me, my grandmother knew a dozen hangover cures, but this is what she did when she was hungover herself. That's how you know it's the real one." Parinita said.

	Kremina frowned, staring down into the mug. She took another belabored sip.

	Parinita pulled a chair up to the side of the bed and sat down. She did not need to read Kremina's aura to understand how badly the bride must have been feeling. She looked quite worse for wear. Parinita felt like saying 'it wasn't even that much alcohol', but she was playing the role of the healer. Wounding her patient even further would be cruel.

	"Ugh, what a way to start my honeymoon."

	Once more, Parinita's more vicious side wished to retort with 'you did this to yourself.'

	Instead she said, "I come from a family of faith healers! You're in good hands."

	"Well, it turns out I don't have faith in healers!" Kremina moaned.

	She took another drink of the mug and shut her eyes hard, and clenched her teeth.

	For a moment Parinita felt like the bereaved heroine of some comedy flick, caring for her whining mother in the first act to establish a dysfunctional family relation and her drive to escape into a bawdy adventure. Then the hero would arrive and sweep her away.

	Unfortunately for her, Madiha was in the other room, already arrived, and unhelpful.

	Still, even her current attitude couldn't mar Kremina's newlywed radiance. Parinita was stuck by how majestic the two of them looked. This must have been such a massive relief for them, and such a long time coming. Surrounded by tragedy and with the weight of the nation on their shoulders, they finally found the opportunity and courage to make themselves eternal to one another. Their auras had been so brilliant at the wedding that Parinita cried, overwhelmed by their beauty. Truly it was the power of love at work.

	It was almost like film. Perfectly shot and directed, beautifully acted. A real fantasy.

	Parinita's fantasy; not that seeing it in the flesh made it feel any more achievable.

	After all, Kremina could look like an actress, but Parinita was always her boring old self.

	Still, she was quite moved by the day's events. She was smiling like a bashful little girl.

	"Ma'am, I've been wanting to congratulate you personally. I was so moved by the ceremony. I really want to know how you two made it so special. There was something in the air, everything was charged with electricity! It was like film, it was perfect."

	In truth there was a part of Parinita that really wanted to have a girly talk session with someone like Kremina, an elegant, sapphic bride to a strong and constantly engaged woman. She wanted to compare notes, almost, to share experiences in loving women and being loved and having a relationship that could lead to a wedding. She had never been able to talk to her grandmother and certainly not to her mother, and the closest other confidant she'd ever had was Logia Minardo -- a regrettable person for that role.

	Kremina looked upon her with renewed interest and cocked a little grin.

	"It's all the resort, it's very lovely. You should put in your reservation soon. It's very popular, and they really only do weddings now that there's no tourism." She said.

	Her piercing gaze put Parinita quite on edge.

	"Well, I'm not getting married--" She said.

	Kremina leaned forward with a conspiratorial expression on her face.

	"Trust me, you two should not wait. There's no sense in waiting."

	"Us two?"

	Suddenly, Parinita remembered that she could have no such discussion with her.

	Parinita and Madiha were not fully open with their relationship, mostly because it was scarcely a month old and they were in the military, and in the same unit. In fact, Madiha was technically Parinita's boss, which made the whole thing look even worse to outside observation. While it was almost an open secret, people who suspected said nothing, and people who knew, like Logia Minardo, were on their side and not keen to expose them.

	So it behooved Parinita then to act dumb when Kremina pressed her.

	Though the Admiral and the Premier were like family to Madiha, Parinita did not know how strict they were on her. They might not see the relationship as fully appropriate.

	Her own parents would have definitely tried to scare Madiha away!

	So she thought, she had to keep this as hidden as she could from Madiha's 'parents.'

	However, her beet-red face and awkward, averted gaze made everything too clear.

	Kremina quickly tried to disabuse her of any fearful notions.

	"I see right through the two of you."

	Parinita was so stunned she couldn't think of what to say.

	"Whatever do you mean--"

	"Why would she invite you here? Madiha always goes to parties alone, if she goes."

	"She's not that anti-social--"

	"Madiha's never had a lot of party-going friends. She's a private sort of person."

	Parinita briefly choked up. "Well-- how do you know she--"

	Kremina raised a finger to Parinita's lips, quieting her.

	"I know she's a sapphist. She had a girlfriend before. Perhaps she has another."

	Parinita mumbled nervously. "She has friends, we're just very good friends--"

	She found herself denying everything out of impulse.

	Meanwhile, Kremina seemed to be living this moment to its fullest.

	"Hey, why don't you two stay the night? There's a guest bedroom."

	Kremina rapidly changing the subject threw Parinita entirely off-course.

	Staying the night with Madiha in this gorgeous hotel full of silks and wines and candles, in a relatively private room all the way across from the brides, where nobody would bother them. An entire night just to themselves in the most sinfully lavish luxury--

	Parinita blinked, quivering. "Why of course, we can't turn down such generosity--"

	"You'll share one bed, you know. It's only got one bed."

	Parinita started to shake, and clenched her fingers on her skirts, her face red hot.

	"I suppose it can't be helped--"

	"We don't really have a change of clothes either, so you'll be a bit exposed."

	Parinita fanned herself. "We're both girls, it's okay--"

	"Why it's like your very own honeymoon night, if you were like that of course."

	"It really isn't--"

	"Just you and her, one bed, nothing but robes, warm incense, anything could happen."

	Now she was truly the heroine in a bawdy romance comedy, exposed to the audience in a moment of pure farce. Defeated, revealed to be impure, and laughed at by all.

	"You win." Parinita was shaking with embarrassment at the salacious thought of taking Madiha bedding her in the brides' guest room. "Are you teasing me or really offering?"

	She raised her hands to her face, wearing a crooked, demonic smile.

	Kremina reached out and played with one of Parinita's long locks of strawberry hair.

	"Madiha is very lucky! You're pretty, funny, and passionate."

	Parinita wanted to sink into the earth, but could not truly deny any of that.

	At least the latter part of it. She almost thought Kremina would say perverted.

	"Oh come on, why are you shaking so much?" Kremina said. "You don't have to be afraid of me. Daksha and I are both in the military too and nobody will object to it. You should probably keep the secret from your subordinates, in an official capacity, so that you set a good example for them. But you don't have to keep it from me. I do want to help you."

	She reached into the drawer on the bedside dresser, and produced a key.

	"Help yourself."

	She flicked the key over to Parinita. Then she picked up the paneer and took a bite.

	"Now this is good stuff. This tea tastes like motor oil, but paneer can't be done wrong."

	Parinita smiled and faked a little curtsy. "Even someone as useless as me can do it."

	She pocketed the key and felt a little cloud starting to loom over her head.

	She felt ridiculous and inadequate. It had all been in good fun for the brides, the drinking and the teasing, but Parinita, she thought if any of it had been serious, then yes, she would not have kept up. She was a bad drinker, a bad liar, a foolhardy girlfriend. She looked fine in a dress, maybe a touch too chubby to really pull it off, but that was it.

	"Why are you all gloomy now?" Kremina asked through a mouthful of cheese.

	Parinita took a deep breath. "Madiha isn't lucky, I'm lucky she pays me any attention."

	"What's this all about?" Kremina asked. "Are you feeling well? Do you want tea?"

	She swallowed her cheese and tried to push the mug of tea back to Parinita.

	"It's just difficult standing among titans sometimes. I feel unworthy."

	Parinita pushed the mug back toward her with a sigh.

	Kremina smiled warmly and laid back on the bed, looking up at the ceiling.

	"And you think I don't? I've never been half the woman Daksha was."

	"I'm sorry."

	"Weren't you listening when we were all drinking? We shared some wisdom then."

	Had she known Kremina possessed similar insecurities, Parinita would've said nothing.

	"I'm being gloomy on your wedding day, it really isn't right." Parinita said.

	"Weddings are beautiful and cheerful, but they are also gloomy too. Thinking about the future is gloomy. And after all the glitz and glamour, you wake up in bed with another person and you have to think about your life together, about all the rest of your life."

	Kremina sighed deeply, but then she sat back up, and she took Parinita's hand.

	"Listen, how you feel about yourself doesn't reflect how your lover feels. She loves you. To you, she's your Madiha and you're her Parinita, and that's what matters. I should know. I'm a mediocre Admiral who is now married to one of the most powerful women in the world. And Daksha thinks she's mediocre and foolish and all that too. I make her feel different. She makes me feel different. I bet Madiha thinks that you are wonderful and she is a slug. I bet she doesn't understand why a beautiful woman looks at her at all."

	Kremina caressed Parinita's cheek and put on a warm, motherly smile for her.

	Parinita smiled a little back. Under that smile, however, she was still worried. These were words that were easy to hear and be comforted by now, but to truly believe them, to deprogram years of living as someone who had to make herself verifiably 'valuable' to others in order to live with herself. It felt like fooling herself, like living a terrible lie.

	She loved Madiha with all her heart. From that fateful day, when the war started, it was almost like insanity. All the world went insane and she went insane also, and she came to obsessively love a warrior with the world's strongest, strictest, most insane sense of justice. Someone who stared madness in the face and made miracles happen, not for herself, but for those around her who couldn't. She grew close to her and discovered her vulnerable side, her charming side, the little moments of sarcasm and levity that could be extracted from her, and the naive wonder with which she beheld certain things.

	She grew to love her even more, to want to know everything about her, to want to know her as a person and not an idol, and to want to be by her side forever to see the world that her dark eyes envisioned. She wanted to quell the fire that was killing Madiha from the inside; to save her. But in the back of her head, she told herself, 'I must get stronger for her, I must be useful to her.' She could not live in Madiha's world without strength.

	Because she loved Madiha and wanted to remain at her side, to see the justice in those fiery eyes and to love the tender shadow cast by that pyre, she had to reach her level.

	Perhaps, instead of being gloomy, she could at least try to be determined instead.

	"Thank you, ma'am. I'll take your words to heart." She said.

	It was a sincere as she could sound then.

	Kremina laid back on the bed and put a handkerchief over her face.

	"Good. Just remember three things. Let her win sometimes; pretend she's in the right sometimes; and let her be on top if she wants to. That's my time-tested wife advise."

	Parinita's hand clutched the little key Kremina gave her, and she averted her gaze again.

	"I'm going to do my best too. Even if I'm drunk and sick, this is my honeymoon."

	Kremina put the mug on the dresser.

	"But I'm not drinking that. I'm sorry."

	Parinita giggled.

	"What if I told you the tea is what has made you so lucid these past few minutes?"

	She hoped to get one over on Kremina at least once.

	Kremina shook her head. "Fine. I'll let you have this one."

	She reached over the dresser and took the mug back with a heavy sigh.

	 

	24th of the Hazel’s Frost, 2030 D.C.E.

	Ayvarta, Solstice City — Halwa Way

	 

	Weighing in at 52 tons, the Mandeha experimental self-propelled gun and its 152mm gun made an impression everywhere it went. It was loud, from the crunching of the tracks as they turned on their wheels, to the coughing of its engine and the rumbling in the dirt as it moved through the town. There was no subtlety to it: its too-tall turret and too-large body compared to the tanks common folk knew made it stand out far too much.

	Having been given special provision to use civilian roads on its journey, the weapon and its crew trundled through the main street, down the old southern marketplace and out to the broader and wider-open historic neighborhood of Halwa Way. Known once for its confectioners and toy-makers, a little paradise for the city's children, the war turned its eye on it as a source of open, under-developed space for military apparatus to expand.

	Now there were no toy makers or candy shops. Confectioners produced canned and boxed food products for the military. Toy makers built guns and machined small parts.

	The Mandeha headed for a workshop as part of an agreement to be examined in detail by a local cooperative and to apparently produce a limited run of extra turrets for it. Karima did not understand the purpose of doing such a thing but she did not question it.

	She instead took in the sights atop the traveling tank, a soldier with nothing to shoot.

	Clay brick houses, a few official-looking concrete buildings and many small wood-and-tin workshops were set on big plots of land spaced many meters apart, with waist-high stone divisions and broad dirt road between them. There were many empty, open parks and plazas and vacant, overgrown plots. All of it baking under the midday sun directly overhead. The heat was enough to cause ripples in the air ahead of and behind the tank.

	Regardless, there were people on the street. Almost everyone in Halwa Way was dressed either in simple work clothes or some kind of uniform, though there were a few women in saris and one man in a robe and beads that Karima saw. The tank drove by a long line for certain rationed supplies, notably firewood and coal for homes and shops, handed out the back of a truck. They passed by a small clinic where a dozen soldiers in physical therapy practiced standing up on their prosthetic legs. They passed by a large school too.

	Heads turned as the Mandeha neared. Older folk gaped and stared at the metal monster. Children clapped and danced and some of the misbehaving ones threw rocks and got scolded for it. There were still children, of course, even as Halwa Way metamorphosed.

	To Karima, who was hanging half out of the top hatch, it looked like the children in the school were having a bomb drill. They were minded by a pair of military uniformed officers. After scolding them for the rocks their instructors had them practice ducking and crawling in the football field. There were shallow foxholes dug all over the field and a little sandbag wall. They were probably being taught to do basic earthworks too.

	Past the school the Mandeha stopped and turned in place to go around a corner. Karima got a brief glimpse of a 37mm anti-aircraft gun and a group of teenage girls manning it.

	Karima watched the landscape passing her slowly and gently by, resting her head on her arms.  It was miserably hot out, and the turret armor of the Mandeha was rather hot too. The long, smooth, shiny sleeves of her tight black tanker bodysuit protected her from being burned by the metal, but did nothing about the overall heat. She sweated profusely.

	It was no better inside the tank. Though it was not worse -- heat took much longer to penetrate the densely armored interior, so it was about the same temperature as just standing outside, even though it was a metal box cooking in the sun. Mainly, outside the tank at least Karima could feel the calm breeze sweeping up her long, brown arched ponytail and blowing the sweat off her olive skin. In the tank, it'd be cramped and while some air could come through the poor welding seams that was not an intended feature.

	"Feeling down, Karima?"

	A second hatch opened atop the Mandeha. A young blond woman pulled herself up half out of the hatch, and laid her head on her arms near Karima as if miming her.

	"I'm fine." Karima said brusquely. Lila was gorgeous and a joy but also annoying.

	"This heat is monstrous isn't it? I've never been anywhere so dry." Lila said.

	"It's fine!" Karima said. She started raising her voice.

	"You don't look fine honestly, but I'll take your word for it."

	"You're so noisy!"

	Without responding, Lila turned her gaze on the surroundings with a smile.

	Karima sighed.

	"It's not like I want you around. If you're gonna be here, just take in the breeze quietly."

	She welcomed the company.

	Karima snatched sidelong glances at Lila, thinking to herself that she liked when Lila was staring placidly at something other than her. She felt pressured when Lila stared at her, and resentful because Lila probably didn't see anything good when she looked.

	Lila was beautiful. Her golden hair, tied up out of the way, and her eyes, and her peach colored skin; she looked so lovely, like an angel. Karima found her gaze sneaking down Lila's slim shoulders and along her back. She had taken off the combat vest, and the bodysuit hugged her figure very well under it. Karima had to pull herself away and force herself to stare at the buildings. Lila would tease her relentlessly if she caught her.

	It wasn't that Karima disliked the teasing, but she disliked her own reaction to it.

	Her head was just a big screaming mess all the time. It made everything so hard.

	The Mandeha rolled through a small park. As they maneuvered the tank carefully under the decorative arch out the other end of the park, Karima spotted a small crowd gathered ahead of them. They seemed to be trying to push something out from the middle of the intersection. Once they were close enough to see through the heat haze, Karima found the small group of workers and soldiers trying to get a supply truck going again after it struck a nasty ditch in the dry, dirty ground, knocking one of its wheels out of sorts.

	"Huh. I wonder if everything's okay." Lila said airily.

	Karima groaned. "Of course it isn't. Just look at that."

	Onlookers gathered around the stalled truck, watching as a few men tried to prop the truck up, bang its wheel back into place, or push it out of the way. They did not appear as if they had made much progress. The Mandeha stopped at the edge of the crowd, and the hatch in front of the vehicle opened up. Karima saw their driver walk out into the crowd.

	He was a comely young man with a braided black ponytail, wearing a combat jacket and shorts over his black bodysuit. Isa was not the sort who would have offered to help himself. He was probably going to rope them all into pushing on the truck or something.

	"Ugh, he's gonna get involved, of course." Karima sighed.

	"Well, we can't just go through them, and it is nice to help out." Lila said.

	She turned her smile on Karima again, who turned her own head away from it.

	"Whatever."

	Isa returned from a brief conversation with the men pushing the truck, and waved to Karima and Lila from the ground. He walked around the back of the tank and pulled from one of the storage hatches a hook and a steel rope. He attached the rope to one of the metal handles around the side of the Mandeha's chassis, and brought the rope over to the truck, and hooked it to the front of it. Then he returned to the tank and dove down into the front hatch. He did all of this without saying a word to Karima or Lila about it.

	Lila whistled.

	"Huh, I guess he's going to handle it himself. Our Isa has grown into a dependable boy."

	"We're his age." Karima retorted. "And he's just playing around with the tank."

	"I guess it's neat to be able to drive it." Lila said, giggling.

	"Less effort than hauling up those awful 152mm shells." Karima mumbled.

	The Mandeha rumbled as Isa started the engine, and began to pull back. The rope stretched taut, and the tank began to force the truck away from the intersection. People moved out of the way, and the Mandeha retreated to the park with the truck in tow and left it in a grassy little square patch once intended for picnickers. The owners of the truck had followed along, and when Isa popped back out of the hatch, they shook hands.

	From the back of the truck, one of the men produced a small box, and he handed it to Isa.

	"Lets go see what that's about." Lila said excitedly, pinching Karima's bicep.

	"Fine."

	They climbed down the footholds on the side of the turret, and closed the top hatches. Karima was tall for an Ayvartan woman, so the Mandeha was about the only tank she felt somewhat comfortable in. Its turret was still cramped, but nowhere near as much as the flatter turrets on smaller tanks. Karima could crouch into the turret from above, sit down and spread her arms -- a Goblin tank felt like being caged in comparison. Lila, who was shorter and lighter, fit perfectly well inside the turret along with Karima as well.

	Once inside, they both leaned down past the turret ring to look into the chassis below.

	At the front of the chassis, past the racks of heavy shells, was Isa's driving compartment. He closed the hatch and turned around just as the women were coming down from the turret. Smiling, he presented to them a little cardboard box. A fantastic smell of bread and spices swept through the interior of the tank. Karima identified it immediately.

	"They gave you pakoras?" She asked suddenly.

	"Sure did! They're setting up a food spot for the workers around here."

	Isa opened up the box for them. It was indeed filled with pakoras: crunchy, flaky pouches of fried bread filled with vegetables and spices. He had at least a dozen in the box.

	"Half of them have potatoes and peas, the other half are paneer." Isa said.

	"Paneer please!"

	Karima stretched out a hand and Isa, in a bit of shock, deposited a pakora in it.

	Lila stared at Karima, blinking the whole time.

	Paying them no attention, Karima took a big bite.

	She smiled and closed her eyes. It was perfect, the crust was so crisp, the paneer tender.

	"We got some chutney also." Isa said, pulling a little plastic cup from under the pakoras.

	Karima snatched the cup, set it down on top of the turret ring divider, removed the lid and dunked her pakora into the spicy green mash. It was delicious: hot, minty, sweet.

	She felt herself transported to an earlier, simpler time by the food.

	"Just like mother used to make." She said.

	Lila and Isa stared at her.

	Isa with a blank expression, and Lila slowly filling with delight.

	When she noticed them, Karima shot a strong look. "What? Got something on my face?"

	"I'm glad you're enjoying yourself." Lila said.

	Isa crossed his arms and averted his gaze.

	Karima turned her cheek on them and climbed back up out of the turret interior.

	"She can smile sometimes, I guess." Isa said.

	"She's great." Lila replied.

	Without the obstruction in the middle of the road, and with the crowd having dispersed, the Mandeha made its way steadily down to the Lower Yard, a series of wood and tin buildings with open walls. There were buildings on either side of the dirt road, forming their own little neighborhood here. In the past they would have been home to many cooperative workers tinkering with mechanical toys, karts, and other trinkets. Now the instant the Mandeha turned into the road, Karima spotted a table with a line of rifles in various stages of completion, and one little building housing a crane vehicle and a tank.

	Several workers crawled around the tank as the crane lifted the turret off of it.

	There was a lot of hustle and bustle, a sense of urgency, but also a sense of desperate haphazardness. Soon as Karima took her eyes off it, the crane dropped the turret off and almost took a man's foot out. There were screams out of earshot. She grumbled.

	"Karima~!"

	Karima heard Lila calling up to her from below. "We're stopping soon! Put on your combat jacket, we don't want to run around in topless bodysuits in a public workshop."

	In response Karima stomped her boot on the foothold she was standing on.

	She eventually did don her combat jacket. Her bodysuit was a bit tight up top.

	The workshop was no more a building than the rest of Lower Yard. It did, however, house a plethora of machine tools. There were lathes and a smelting furnace and many molds. Everywhere that a shelf could be bolted to, they had bolted two, overburdened with tools and parts. It was busy; there were people running about who barely seemed to notice each other, all engaged in some manner of labor. Karima thought it was too noisy.

	Several older men and women in tough, dusty leather work suits greeted them.

	Lila, Isa and Karima stepped out of the tank and shook hands with the recently elected head of the cooperative, a stocky, bald older man with black skin verging on blue, by the name of Qeneb Yaibeh. He smiled a broad smile and laughed warmly at the Mandeha.

	"Welcome! My, what a piece of kit you got there." He said. "This is also little Ravana's work? I did not expect it to be this extravagant. Her family used to be so conservative."

	"Perhaps that's why she's taking so many liberties now." Isa replied.

	"I'm glad little Ravana is still thinking about this place." Qeneb said.

	"She said, 'Chief Yaibeh is the only man I trust with this project.'"

	"Oh that's a lie! I'm just the only man who would bother with that abomination she built! Come, let us talk about it. I wish she had come herself, but you seem lively enough!"

	Before arriving, Karima and Lila decided to let Isa handle things at the yard, since out of all of them he knew the most about the machine and its technical details, being the driver and having some small mechanic experience. Whereas Lila was only supposed to be a medic, turned gunner in desperation; and Karima a bugler and general grunt.

	Qeneb took Isa away to show him around the shop. Standing outside, Karima could see practically everything they had available and everything they were working on, a few cars, some radios; Lila looked delighted, but Karima was very unimpressed by the sight.

	"Ugh. Why are we taking it here? This place is a dump." Karima said.

	Lila shot a suddenly aggravated look at her. Unprepared, Karima almost jumped.

	"Chief Ravan trusts these men and women! Look at how hard they work!" Lila said.

	Her tone of voice was rather harsh. Karima had rarely seen her become upset.

	It made Karima feel defensive. "Working hard for what? Why bother letting them fix a few things here and there when M.A.W. could fix a hundred of them in a day?"

	Lila turned sharply and stormed off into the shop by herself, leaving Karima suddenly.

	Karima felt a powerful impulse inside her to be very angry herself; but she tried to control it. It was mixed with fear and anxiety. Her head was always mixed up in this fashion, but at the thought of Lila being mad at her, the chaos was all the more violent and cacophonous. She felt paralyzed, not knowing what to do but standing under the hot sun, her ponytail sweeping this way and that with the wind, sweating profusely.

	She closed her fists so hard her gloved fingers bit into her palm.

	"Fine!"

	She shouted after Lila, and then turned around and made to leave.

	Then she heard a loud crash from the side of the shop.

	There was a scream.

	Karima cast a glance at her side and then without thinking threw herself forward.

	She interposed herself between an older woman and a shelf poorly bolted onto a pair of wooden building supports. Several steel tools crashed against her arms and shoulders and fell harmlessly on the floor. When the shelf itself fully collapsed Karima pushed it back, throwing it off herself and onto the floor. Several glass tubes blew up at her feet.

	When it was all over, she felt like her arms had been trampled by caribou.

	She looked behind herself, smiling weakly at an old woman in a headscarf and work suit.

	"Please be careful ma'am." Karima said, her voice and hands quivering.

	She put her arms down, with some effort, and started to collect the tools that had fallen.

	"Oh no dear! Please!" Said the grateful woman, bending down next to her to help.

	"You all need to clean up this place! It's a hazard!" Karima said, growing annoyed.

	She turned to the woman and found her staring at her.

	"You're bleeding, dear."

	From her work suit pocket the woman produced a scarf and put it to Karima's forehead.

	Karima ignored it. She collected several drill bits, hammers, and a few pairs of very large bolt drivers, and collected them into a nearby basket and lifted it up. At her side, the old woman was nearly speechless at the effort Karima was putting in for practically no reason. Karima herself, having been struck in the head, was not especially thinking her actions through, but some part of her justified it as 'showing them how to do things' and 'being the decent person in the room' and other excuses to retain her personal aesthetic.

	No sooner had she taken a few steps into the shop that Lila reappeared.

	She looked at Karima, first with confusion and then with wide-eyed shock.

	"Hashem protect you, what happened?"

	She rushed up to Karima with a bandage that quickly turned red as it touched her head.

	"I'm fine." Karima said brusquely.

	"Ugh. You don't have to be so-- so you all the time." Lila said in a defeated tone of voice.

	She eventually forced Karima to sit down in a corner and hold a towel up to her wound.

	She sat down next to her, sighing.

	They watched the people come and go. Karima still didn't get it.

	But she thought, if Lila respected it, then she should just do it too.

	"I'm sorry for being me. Please don't hate me." Karima said, admitting defeat herself.

	Lila rested her head against Karima's side. "Oh, just-- You're fine. Be quiet."

	Karima pressed the towel harder on her wound.

	She guessed that everyone was trying their best to help the way they could.

	She guessed there was no reason to stop them.

	

	

	Ayvarta, Solstice City — Ulyanova Medical Research Center

	 

	In the "special treatments clinic" the walls were painted a relaxing peach color and there was a piece of art hanging on every one of them. They were paintings of landscapes, with tiny cheerful trees, sweeping mountains and shimmering lakes and rivers, all in oil paints, with a quirky little signature that read something like "W. Kapp." There was a corner with a large pillow with big cartoon eyes on drawn on it, and a smattering of random toys. On the pillow there was the same quirky handwriting: umarmung.

	There was a reception desk, at which nobody sat, and a door into the office.

	That afternoon there were only two patients waiting on the long couch by the door.

	"How long have you been waiting?"

	A young woman spoke first; she asked the young man at her side.

	"Not long." He said.

	"I just got here." She said. "Have you been here before?"

	"It's my first time." He said. "But this doctor is very well regarded! So I'm hopeful."

	"I see. I came to get the results of some tests I took in the other hospital. How about you?"

	For a moment, the boy hesitated. "I need a prescription for a new drug."

	She did not press him further. "Oh, well I hope you get it."

	For someone sitting in the special unit, the young woman certainly looked healthy. Dark-skinned, with black hair tied into a short tail, she was svelte and fit. The muscular tone of her legs was visible even through stockings, and she had strong shoulders. She wore a long-sleeved, knee-length blue dress and had a pink and blue band around her wrist.

	She had the body of an athlete; but nobody would've known her true heroism by sight.

	At her side the young man was slightly shorter and less physically impressive, with ruddy brown skin and short dark hair. He was dressed in a button-down shirt and suspenders, and twirled a little hat around on his fingers. His face was delicate and pretty, of an ethnic character the young woman thought, but otherwise he looked plain enough; nobody could have told at a glance his unique condition or achievements.

	"I'm Leander Gaurige." He said first, extending a friendly hand.

	"Naya Oueddai." She replied with a quick shake. "Nice to meet you."

	No sooner had they been introduced that the door to the office opened.

	Out stepped a red-headed woman wearing a white coat, twirling a pen in her fingers. She was rather dexterous with it, and it spun like a wheel between two fingers and a thumb.

	"Good evening you two-- Oh!"

	She bumped her heeled shoes on a small toy on the ground and nearly fell.

	From her fingers, the pen launched like an arrow toward the patients.

	Leander gasped and ducked.

	Naya thrust out a hand and snatched the pen out of the air before it could strike.

	For an instant the room felt like the air had been sucked out.

	At the other end of the room the woman sighed with relief. "Mein gott. I apologize."

	She approached the waiting patients, and Naya handed her the pen with a grin.

	"Goodness, what reflexes. You must be quite popular at parties."

	There was no mistaking her appearance, she was absolutely the doctor. Her professional dress consisted of a white coat over a button-down shirt and tie with a pencil skirt and black leggings. She looked well into her adulthood, with a striking face, sharp-featured and elegant with well-applied dark eyeshadow and lipstick. Her wine-red hair was collected in a bun in the back of her head with a few clips. A pair of thin spectacles covered her grey eyes. She was tall, slender and broad-shouldered, with a subtle figure.

	Leander smiled at her as if meeting a celebrity. Certainly she was well made-up as any star, and she carried herself just as confidently, but the reaction from him was far more than any doctor seemed to merit. His face lit up with anticipation. Naya put her hands behind her head and reclined on her seat. She was sure she had a bit more of a wait on her hands. It definitely seemed to her that Leander knew the doctor and was set to go in.

	The doctor bent down close to the two of them and put a hand on Leander's shoulder.

	"I know you're full of anticipation, Leander, but Naya here will only take a few minutes, and I don't want to delay her results longer. Can you wait just a little more?"

	She spoke with a thick accent and her voice was a little deep and a little nasal.

	Leander's mouth hung open for a moment in response. He nodded his head.

	He looked completely deflated, and Naya almost wanted to say he should go ahead.

	But the doctor seemed to sense her reticence and comforted Leander quickly.

	"We'll have more time to talk if I'm not worried about another patient. I promise."

	She gave him a thumbs up, and then gestured for Naya to stand.

	Naya gave Leander a sympathetic look and followed the doctor to the office.

	Leander however looked a little more lively again with the doctor's reassurance.

	Past the office door was a large room built around a complicated fixed chair with several instruments attached to it. There were four large workspaces with multiple drawers and cabinets affixed high on the walls over them. Atop every one of these spaces there were baskets with tools wrapped in clear plastic, as if they were candy at a shop. There was one basket that seemed to actually have candy. One open drawer had several stuffed bears wrapped in clear plastic also. Each bear had a heart with the word for 'hug' on it.

	"Hujambo! I'm Doctor Willhelmina Kappel. Have a seat, and have a bear!"

	Doctor Kappel shook Naya's hand gently, and then ripped a stuffed bear free from its plastic packaging and handed it to her. She instructed Naya to sit on the fixed chair and hug the bear, and though she felt terribly silly doing so, the bear was soft, comfortable, almost therapeutic to hug. Her heart was beating terribly fast as it began to sink in that she would see the results of the tests on her back to see what could be troubling her.

	"Though it is the one revolutionary idea I have for which I possess no evidence, I think that hugs are very powerful. I have all my patients hug a bear while we talk about tests."

	"Are all the toys out there for your patients too?" Naya asked cheekily.

	Dr. Kappel smiled warmly. "I get a lot of children, mothers with children, so on. I think it is important to make spaces for children in ominous places like this. It might make adults feel silly, but adults can handle feeling silly. Children can't help feeling anxious."

	Naya got the sense that Dr. Kappel was a genuinely thoughtful person.

	Even if she did end up tripping on the toys she so kindly set out for the children.

	This was her first time meeting her, even though she was getting the results here.

	She had run her tests in the main building, but they referred her to special treatments for the results. Dr. Kappel seemed good, but the very fact that she had to come here and meet her felt ominous to Naya. Special Treatment did not ring as very hopeful to her.

	Dr. Kappel sat in a little wooden chair across from Naya and leaned forward, smiling.

	"Run any laps recently, Naya Oueddai?" Dr. Kappel asked.

	"I've been keeping up on my exercising." Naya said demurely.

	"Set any good times on the local tracks?"

	Her accent was thicker on some Ayvartan words than it was on others. Though she had command of the language, Willhelmina Kappel was still just a little more difficult to listen to than normal. Naya felt like she had to pay very strict attention to really get every word that she was pronouncing. It was not unpleasant, just different -- she was used to such things with her commanding officer, who was partially deaf and partially mute.

	Once she mulled over what Dr. Kappel had said for a second she responded.

	"I haven't really been trying, and I've never run the tracks around here before anyway."

	"You have the potential to beat some records. Solstice has mediocre runners. The South has always been better than Solstice at running." Dr. Kappel said, grinning.

	Did she mean Naya would be okay? Was that what she was insinuating?

	"I'll give it a go sometime, I guess."

	"Try the medical college track." Dr. Kappel said.

	"Duly noted."

	"How has your back been recently? Has your pain subsided?" Dr. Kappel continued.

	"I'm managing, thanks to the drugs."

	"Between dosages, do you feel the pain returning?"

	"Not much. I mean, my back is not going to be fixed by painkillers, and I know that, but as long as I take the drugs, exerting myself does not hurt like it did before." Naya said.

	"Would you have characterized your pain before as fleeting attacks, or constant pain?"

	Naya felt tired just remembering the pains from before. "They would come and go."

	"And when an event transpired, it was debilitating, yes?"

	It felt shameful to admit it, but Naya was honest. "I couldn't even move sometimes."

	"And you noticed certain triggers for your worst pain events."

	She was starting to wither under the questions.

	"I was usually exerting myself when they happened." Naya admitted.

	Dr. Kappel nodded, and reached for a thick file folder on a nearby countertop.

	"Naya, would you appreciate a blunt assessment, or a softer delivery?"

	Naya felt that request like a hammer to the chest.

	Willhelmina Kappel practically held Naya's life in her hands. Everything that Naya was and cared for could ride on this result. So few people would look at that girl in the ill fitting, borrowed dress with the thick legs and realize the sort of struggle she was in.

	Naya was a successful tanker, and recently a medal candidate for her heroism during the evacuation of Benghu a few weeks ago. She was part of an experimental tank unit, and more importantly, she considered herself an athlete still, even if she had not run very much recently. Her physicality was important to her self image, esteem, and identity.

	Thinking about it brought a pinprick of phantom back pain that nearly made her panic.

	"Are you alright?" Dr. Kappel asked.

	"I'm fine."

	She had reached to rub her back, but she stopped.

	It distressed her to think that her prized body that she had grown so proud of was failing her. She was managing her mysterious back pains with pain medication, but she knew that she could not depend on her unit medic slipping her painkillers under the table.

	"Be as blunt as you have to be." Naya said. Her eyes were tearing up. The air in the office felt cold and forbidding. She gripped her own dress and grit her teeth and waited.

	Dr. Kappel nodded. "It is difficult to determine exactly when, but if you keep going on your current trajectory you will lose the use of your legs. Take a look at this--"

	She spread open the folder and showed Naya a strange photograph. There was a human form, and the photograph was specifically of a lower back, with the spine and the hip bones visible and the flesh a flat, blue transparent plane. There were various blemishes on the bones. Dr. Kappel pointed out a few spots along the slightly crooked spine.

	"You have a rare condition affecting your spine that is damaging your nerves. Right now, it is only painful, because the nerve is affected in brief, violent events that subside with rest. You can manage it with drugs, but if you continue to push yourself, you will damage the nerve permanently. You will find yourself unable to run, then walk unsupported, and then stand. I cannot tell you exactly when but this is a certainty in your current state."

	Naya felt surprisingly empty of emotion. There it was, the punch to the jaw that she had been expecting. Her eyes were as tearful as they had been -- only mildly so. She could not muster the strength to scream. She looked at the images of her compromised bones with weariness and a sense of resignation. Perhaps Dr. Kappel's bluntness did pay off.

	"Is it possible to fix with surgery?" Naya said. She found herself hugging the bear tight.

	Dr. Kappel reached out and put a reassuring hand on Naya's shoulder.

	"We have options. For right now, I can schedule for you to receive spinal injections. Though painful and temporarily debilitating, they will give you enough of a respite to remain active and give us options. We can then consult and think about things like disc reshaping and bone grafts, but I must warn you that these are very invasive."

	"But if it can help me--"

	Dr. Kappel gave Naya a serious look that chilled her suddenly.

	She reached out and held Naya's hand.

	"I know from seeing you and reading about you that you are a fighter, Naya."

	Nodding her head, Naya couldn't think of a verbal response to her sudden seriousness.

	Dr. Kappel looked her directly in the eyes.

	"Surgery can keep you walking. However, it would put you permanently out of the war. You would go through a very long recovery process that would involve a group home and regular therapy. Even if I succeed I doubt you would be able to run as you used to."

	Naya was surprised that she brought up the war.

	"Am I going to be medically discharged?" She asked.

	"I never said that." Dr. Kappel said. She patted her on the shoulder. "I read your military file. That is why I'm telling you all of this right now. I want to give you a chance."

	Naya blinked, momentarily speechless. Her heart skipped a beat.

	"So, Doctor, are you saying that if I just walk out of here--"

	"You are gambling with your ability to recover from your condition. Naya, the more you fight, the more you will risk causing harm to yourself that will never repair. You must understand that. I need to be sure you understand the full depth of your options."

	Naya's mind was racing as fast as her heart was thrashing.

	"But I can fight? You will let me walk out and I can fight?"

	"I'll clear you for action. Spinal injections and painkillers can keep you going, for now."

	For a moment, Naya was silent. She wiped her tearful eyes and whimpered.

	"But if I keep going--"

	"You now understand what will happen."

	"It's almost cruel how difficult this is, doctor."

	"I understand."

	Dr. Kappel nodded her head. She had a grim look on her face again.

	She started to reminisce, as if both to Naya and herself.

	"I was born in the Nocht Federation. I pioneered an amazing treatment that would have allowed many people to lead the life they desperately wanted. Because of the stigma against it, I was my only test subject. Soon it became impossible to mask the treatment's efficacy." She smiled again, but she looked bitter. "For my efforts, I was subjected to electroshocks and other abusive psychotherapy. When I started, I knew that I wanted to fight not just for my future, but for others. Even if it harmed me or killed me in the end."

	Naya knew what that felt like lately. Even if it broke her back, she made herself keep fighting all those weeks ago. Even when things felt the most hopeless, and when she had no idea whether she would or could succeed or change anything, she still climbed into the Raktapata and took action. She begged to be inside the machine, to be able to fight.

	"So that's why you're not just forcing me to take the surgery."

	"I want you to take some time to decide what you want. When I came to this country, I wanted to become a doctor who gives people control of their life. Not somebody who creates an unhappy life for them based on my own prejudices. This is part of that. Especially with the current national situation. I don't want to deny your convictions."

	It was an unbelievably heavy consideration for Naya. To forego surgery for the chance to fight, but perhaps give up recovery by the war's end; or to surrender the Raktapata and her place in Vijaya for good, but lead something of a normal life by the end of the war.

	If there was an end to the war; if after her retreat, her comrades managed to win.

	Naya started to tear up again. For the first time, she thought 'what am I?' and it was not just a child's aesthetic considerations, not just a dream for tomorrow. It was a heavy and troubling adult decision that would indelibly shape her. Could she be happy knowingly abandoning the battle? Could she be happy knowingly abandoning her health?

	"Doctors are not supposed to do harm." Dr. Kappel said. "But all the time, Doctors in Nocht did harm to me by treating me the way society expected me to be treated, and not how I felt I should. Naya, you're the only one who can decide your future. It need not be now. I will schedule your injection. You will have time to think. Take that time."

	Naya stared at the doctor, tears flowing down her cheeks, her nose dripping.

	She grinned, the same little shithead grin she gave for her joke about the toys.

	"We should race sometime." She said.

	Dr. Kappel laughed. "We had such a heartfelt rapport, and now you want to bully me?"

	"How bad were your times on the track, doctor?" Naya said, her voice choking up a bit.

	"Oh dreadful. When I fled here I thought I could beat the fields like I did in college. My hormones must have ruined my running. But it was worth it to look as good as I do."

	She struck a little pose, sitting with one leg over the other and wearing a fox-like smile.

	Naya clapped. "You look lovely." The hormone stuff flew over her head.

	"Thank you. For that, I'll open up a spot for you this weekend."

	Dr. Kappel produced a clipboard and put Naya's name down on it.

	"Give yourself some time, Naya, before you decide permanently. As long as you can walk, you can still come back here." Dr. Kappel said, handing her the clipboard. "It's your future. Find a way to live it without regrets. I know you can do it. I did it myself."

	Naya took the clipboard and signed next to her name. She nodded, still weeping.

	As she handed it back, and brushed the doctor's gentle hand, she thought that Dr. Kappel was very strong. She was starting to feel the admiration that she saw in Leander's face.
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	Leander rocked in his chair, staring at the paintings on the wall. He saw the odd nurse walking through the hallway outside the door to the Special Treatments office. No additional patients joined him since Naya entered the office. He felt the eerie seclusion of Special Treatments more pointedly than before. Why were they all the way out here?

	He started to run over in his head what he would say to the doctor. They had exchanged a few letters on his long way to Solstice, and she seemed so full of advice and kindness. He had struggled to respond to her, mostly because the one question that he had and wanted her to answer felt like it was a combination of silly and impossible. It was always so emotional too, reading her letters. They were full of hope that he didn't know he should have. The few times he wrote back, his letters were brief expressions of gratitude.

	Dr. Kappel had said it would be a few minutes, but it took nearly twenty before the door to the office opened again. Leander stood up and watched, dumbfounded, as the girl he met just a short while ago, Naya Oueddai, walked out in tears, hugging a large cotton-stuffed bear toy and thanking the doctor profusely. She patted Leander on the shoulder as she went and wished him good luck. He reached out, but she was gone quickly.

	Leander blinked, and stared with confusion between the amused Dr. Kappel at the door and the emotionally overcome Naya walking out the door. He was briefly speechless.

	"Don't mind her." Dr. Kappel said. "Come on in! Have a bear! It's very therapeutic."

	Briefly hesitant, Leander walked past Dr. Kappel at the door and took a seat in the big chair in her office. She handed him a freshly-unwrapped bear to hug and sat down in a much smaller chair. She had a clipboard and she scribbled something on it. Leander was several centimeters shorter than the doctor standing, but on the chair, he was raised up higher than her and had to bow his head a little in order to make eye contact with her.

	"It's so nice to finally meet you, Leander. We're few of a kind, you and I!"

	She reached out a hand and delicately shook with Leander. She was like a film star, like someone you would read about on the papers. Leander had a limited exposure to such things as he grew up traveling with his caravan, but he knew there were city folks who had glamorous lives and made themselves very beautiful for pictures. To Leander the simple eyeshadow and lipstick on Dr. Kappel, and the smooth shininess of her red hair, made her look incredibly elegant and stylish. Her sharp facial features were striking.

	"Thank you doctor." Leander said. "I'm glad we finally met too."

	"Tell me, do I look like you envisioned? Am I as you hoped?"

	She winked one eye a little, smiling wryly.

	Leander smiled back awkwardly. His own Ayvartan was not too great -- the zigan people had their own language, so the communist-constructed Ayvartan Standard Language was his second tongue. Despite this, he knew that Dr. Kappel's accent was thick and that her pronunciations made speaking to her just a little bit more difficult than with others.

	Dr. Kappel nodded in silent understanding of his difficulties.

	"How did you like my art? I painted all those landscapes." She gestured outside.

	"They're nice. Are they places from around here?" He asked just to make conversation, but he felt immediately silly. Solstice was located in the middle of a desert. There were no beautiful white mountains and vast green forests here, just sand and the Qural river.

	"They're from my imagination." Dr. Kappel said. "When I'm at peace in my mind, I see myself in vast forest or a high mountain. I've wanted to paint the desert too. Cities are so busy; I would love to see the vast, ruddy sands with my own eyes. But it's too dangerous outside the city, they say, so civilian professionals need special permissions to go."

	"They don't let you leave?" Leander said, in shock.

	"I can understand why; once the war is over, I can go dehydrate all I want, don't worry."

	She reached out and laid her hand on Leander's own, reassuring him.

	"Do you feel ready to talk Leander?"

	Leander nodded silently. Dr. Kappel nodded back.

	"We've already spoken in letters, and I have all the information that Panchali Agrawal forward to me about your case; I know a lot about your condition and you yourself now know a lot more. As a doctor, I want to do all I can to help you look and feel like the man you know you are. There's a lot we can do, but first I'd like to understand what you want. I want you to know that I am working for you. I will not do anything you do not want. Our goal is for you to be able to live your life looking and feeling like your ideal self."

	Leander nodded. In truth, it was a difficult question, because he was already grappling with what a man was and what a man did with himself. He had heard many different answers from others, even when they didn't know they were being asked the question; and made many different answers for himself. There were the good men he knew, like Bonde; the brutal, evil men of Nocht too. Leander just knew he didn't feel well being brought up on dresses, being made a bride, being looked at for his breasts and his hair and his hips as if those things were all he was. He didn't want to see them on himself and he didn't want others to see those things either. He liked other girls just fine; he liked Dr. Kappel for example! But he did not want to see himself as one. He wanted to be a boy.

	"Dr. Kappel, is it okay for me to say I want to be a boy?"

	Dr. Kappel nodded. "Of course it is."

	"But, what even is a man or a boy? What's a girl or a woman?" Leander asked. "If I can say that I am, is that okay? Do I have to be changed by medicines first? It's confusing."

	Dr. Kappel blinked. "That's a very profound question. I could answer it many ways: I could say well, there's chromosomes and physical developments and we call one set feminine and one set masculine; or I could say, there's certain social roles people fit into in traditional societies; but all those things are just inventions, you know? Those are things that we constructed that are only truthful because they are enforced as truth."

	"I don't think I understand." Leander said. His mind was spinning trying to both understand the message and also make basic sense of the words out of her tongue.

	"I apologize; I was born in a part of Nocht known for thick tongues, and my command of Ayvartan isn't helping with all these big words." Dr. Kappel said. She squeezed Leander's hand in her own and looked in his eyes. "Leander, what I mean to say is, that a man is what you feel you want to be. You can accept what others say a Man is, or you can make your own Man who lives in a way you can be proud of. What I want us to discuss is how you can feel better about yourself, how you can live happily. Not how a Man lives happily, but how you, Leander, can live happily as a Man. Do you understand now?"

	"I think I do." Leander said. He was preoccupied a lot with how others would see him. He still was, to a certain extent. But perhaps it didn't actually matter what people expected Men to be like; after all, was it not a virtue of the caravan for men to make themselves respectable men? Through hard work and determination, you were supposed to convince the elders you were ready to become a Man who could carry his own weight.

	Until Leander came along, nobody made "avoid having breasts" a part of that rite.

	"So then, it is fine for me to say that I am a Man."

	"Absolutely. As a woman who says that she is a woman, I think you are perfectly alright."

	Leander nodded. "Thank you doctor."

	Dr. Kappel brightened up.

	"So Leander, when you view yourself in the mirror, how would you want to be seen? If someone were to paint you -- say, me, if I ever took on portraits -- what is your ideal?"

	Leander blinked. He had hardly thought of it before. There was only one glaring thing that stuck out in his mind that prevented him from being seen as he would like to be.

	"I would like not to have breasts. Wearing the binder is hard, and I feel exposed even with it. People who touched me or looked too closely might see my breasts. I worry all the time about it. They're sensitive and they prevent me from lying down flat, too."

	Dr. Kappel clapped her hands together. "Perhaps you could transfer them to me."

	Leander blinked and stared at her with concern.

	"Nevermind, it was a joke." Dr. Kappel laughed awkwardly. "Yes, we can certainly accomplish that. Recovery can be sensitive, but I have experience with the surgery. I've surgically removed many breasts before, and not just for boys like you! Women athletes and soldiers with large breasts have asked me for reduction or removal too in the past."

	"Well, you could've taken theirs then?" Leander asked, still thinking about her joke.

	"No! I don't want them! It was a joke! I'm happy with mine!" Dr. Kappel said hastily.

	Leander looked down at her and thought, hers weren't even as big as his.

	He did not say anything however, judging the whole thing to be in bad taste.

	"Why did you bring it up?"

	Dr. Kappel sighed. "I was trying to show you that it is a normal thing anyone can do."

	"Have you ever performed surgery on yourself?" Leander casually asked.

	"No! I did not become like this with surgery. I used chemical medicine." Dr. Kappel said.

	Leander laughed a little. Was he starting to fluster her with his silly questions?

	She narrowed her eyes at him. But then she smiled again and cleared her throat.

	"So! Would you like to, say, grow a beard? Or body hair? I have been making great strides in the development of hormone products for transgender boys." Dr. Kappel said.

	A beard? Leander liked his current unshaven smoothness. His uncle had a beard but he had never particularly aspired to the same himself. "Not really." He finally answered.

	"See, we're making progress." Dr. Kappel wrote on her clipboard. She then looked over it, with the pen still on paper, and resumed speaking. "Would you like more musculature? You're particularly skinny and young, and physically active, so you've developed in a wiry and angular way, but as you get older, fat may start collecting in your hips more. It can lead to self image problems -- we could tackle that in the future, but if you want to be a big tough lad shaped like a barrel in a year, I could potentially make that happen."

	None of that sounded particularly appealing to Leander. "I don't really want to be bigger. I guess it would help carry my rifle. But maybe someday I'll just have a smaller rifle."

	"We can always come back to that later if you change your mind. Remember, it's never too late. How do you feel about your voice? Would you like a deeper voice?"

	Leander recalled some of the men he heard speak. He had never been particularly enamored with his own voice, nor really anyone else's. However, it sounded interesting, to be able to change his voice. Could he really be made to sound more like a man?

	"I might. Can you do that?"

	"Hormones might be able to do that for you." Dr. Kappel said. "I can refer you to a voice therapist I've been working with too. I can't guarantee dramatic results, but we can try."

	Leander smiled. I a strange way it almost felt like he was ordering from a menu.

	"Doctor, is all of this really okay? If all these things happen to me, people will notice."

	"It is really okay." Dr. Kappel said. "We still don't have a charter for transgender rights in the Solstice constitution or anything like that; but the government readily agreed that its anti-discrimination laws apply to our kind, and Ayvarta is more accepting than Nocht was in my experience. Ulyanova passed laws protecting homosexuals, for example."

	"Homo--?"

	"Boys who like boys, girls who like girls." Dr. Kappel said.

	"Oh."

	"And I guess people like me, who like both."

	Leander blinked. Yet another thing he had not given a lot of thought to.

	She started to write again on her clipboard.

	He then remembered the important question he had been meaning to ask the doctor.

	He hugged his bear tight to his chest and swallowed.

	"Doctor, do you think if I told someone special about who I am, that this person would hate that I'm like this? In order to be with someone, I would have to tell them, right?"

	Dr. Kappel looked up from her clipboard. She put it down and smiled reassuringly, and held Leander's hands in her own once again. "Well, without knowing the person, I can't really say. It's tricky, but I think if they love you they will not mind. And if they become distant because you're a more interesting boy than they bargained for, that is their loss."

	Though it was not the answer he really wanted to hear, Leander liked the way that she that put it. She, Dr. Kappel, was a girl; and he was a boy, because he wanted to be and could. And he was a very interesting boy for it. Maybe this really was okay after all.

	"At any rate, I think we're done with the formalities." Dr. Kappel said. She put down her clipboard, having filled out many fields and checked many boxes. "Like I said, you can always request treatment for other things as they come up. I just wanted to check your pulse right now so we could get to work quickly." She put the clipboard on a tabletop. "We can schedule you for some tests and see when you can come in for surgery."

	"Thank you doctor." Leander said. "I'm still feeling a bit confused, but I'm happy."

	"I'm glad. That's all I wanted. Now that we have talked medicine for long enough, I'd love to just talk to you, one transgender person to another." Dr. Kappel said. "I'd love to hear all about your life so far. I'd be so grateful. I'll tell you about how I found myself, too."

	Leander felt a little embarrassed to be given so much attention, but also delighted.

	"I'd be happy to." He said. "But, doctor, I'm curious. Are there other boys like me here?"

	"In Solstice? There's a few. I could arrange for you to meet if you want." She said.

	Leander grinned at her. "Thank you. Are any of them as handsome as me?"

	"Ah, well, you'll have to decide for yourself. I think all transgender people are beautiful."

	"That makes sense." Leander said, laughing a little. He started to tear up.

	Solstice was just an old city trapped between walls and rivers in the middle of a massive lifeless wasteland of sand. And yet, it felt like a holy land for Leander now. A place where he and his people lived now. Where they could be true to themselves. It was liberating.

	For a moment, he thought about how he would tell Elena everything. It was a nice image.

	He was sure that, in Solstice, he could tell her, and she would understand and love him.
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	"Not a pakora to be found! Not one in the whole city!"

	Gulab shouted in despair in front of the civil canteen, where a dour food service worker stared down at her and also at the empty slot in the buffet-style serving tables that was marked "pakora." In truth, there was almost no food left and that was always the case at so late an hour. All the fresh vegetables and most of the bread was gone. Everyone was guaranteed two meals (it used to be three) but that was contingent on picking them up at a reasonable hour -- past midnight, there was no reasonable way to guarantee fresh food.

	Of course, Gulab and Charvi had been indisposed during the day, acting as wedding shooters for the Premier and her bride, a great honor and a personal favor for General Nakar; and though they ate their fill at the wedding, they were soon hungry again.

	Well, Gulab was hungry.

	Charvi was merely at her side supporting her in her time of need.

	"We should've returned to base." Charvi said dispassionately.

	"No! We don't get to travel around the city at our leisure just any old day you know?"

	"You could've gotten fed at the base."

	"There's no guarantee of that! And certainly they wouldn't have pakoras!"

	"They don't have pakoras here either."

	"It was a possibility! A possibility!"

	"I could put your names down for pakoras, when we next get any."

	Behind the two of them was the poor woman subjected to their nonsense at the counter, in her state-issued apron and hat. She looked gloomy, but was still trying to help them. Gulab found this admirable, and knew that it was not her fault that the world was in ruins and decaying quickly and that inhuman deprivation had befallen all of them.

	That is to say, for this one time, the canteen was out of pakoras. Gulab understood it all.

	"No, we won't be here. Sorry to bother you. We'll be going." Gulab said, sighing.

	"Here's a cup of dal for the road. You make a cute couple."

	She handed the each a lukewarm cup of thick yellow lentil soup over the counter.

	She tried to smile at them. They tried to smile back.

	"Thank you. You are also, cute." Charvi said, trying to be nice.

	At once, the food service woman averted her gaze.

	Gulab took Charvi by the arm and led her back to the street. They were dressed as they usually were while city-slickin'. Charvi had on a sundress and wore a hat over her slightly curled silvery hair. Gulab wore a vest, shirt and slacks. She had a small trilby hat, and her ponytail, freshly braided, was growing ever longer. Gulab wondered what she might look like with hair as short as Charvi's, but it made her anxious to get it all cut.

	Still, she loved the look on Charvi. She loved Charvi; she stared at Charvi as they walked, taking in the glistening of sweat on her brown skin as the moonlight shone on her. Her face looked so beautiful and calm and soft despite the unsmiling, neutral expression she wore all of the time. Since they arrived at Solstice they had decided to date officially: they went out together as much they could. Already they spent a lot of time together at their work, but they wanted to try to cohabitate, to go on romantic dates, to kiss.

	To love each other.

	Gulab felt an irrepressible love for Charvi, a passion, an ardor.

	And yet, she still felt, keenly, that there was one final barrier between them.

	Walking hand in hand down the streets in Kuwba was just another typical romantic outing for them. When that woman at the canteen remarked upon them, however, Gulab had started to wonder again. Did people see them as two women, or what-- and was Charvi fine with Gulab as a woman, or what-- it was a difficult question. Would Gulab have been okay with any answer? She had Charvi, she cared about her so much.

	However, she could not help but worry about her own self.

	Her nontraditional womanhood. And she was not just thinking about the suits and slacks.

	"Charvi, do you like boys or girls?" Gulab asked.

	She instantly regretted it -- what a stupid thing to say suddenly!

	Charvi's expression did not change one bit as she replied. "I like you, Gulab. You make me happy." She was constructing sentences how she used to, using specific statements she had been taught by a speech trainer. It was her fallback when she was confused.

	Her voice was completely devoid of emotion. That was just how she was, though lately she had a few moments of greater lucidity where she almost took on a heightened tone.

	She was probably trying to reassure her, but she was also still dodging the question.

	"Do you think of me as your boyfriend or your girlfriend, Charvi?"

	Charvi glanced at her sidelong and blinked. She stared at her, deadly silent, for minutes.

	Gulab was used to this. Charvi just needed a minute to pore over things every so often.

	Especially when she was being ambushed like that.

	"You can dress however you want and I'd like it, Gulab. I like you." She then said.

	What took her so long to think of that answer? Was she just messing with Gulab now?

	She was not utterly devoid of emotions. She could be mischievous.

	"Charvi, theoretically, if I married you, would I be the bride or the groom to you."

	As soon as the words left her lips Gulab nearly choked at what a catastrophe this all was.

	Charvi raised her hands up and clapped them sharply to indicate her distress.

	This was a mannerism that Gulab came to respect and understand keenly.

	"Sorry." Gulab said. "I'm being a fool."

	"It's okay. I want to help, but I'm confused. Is something wrong?" Charvi said.

	It was dark out, so dark even most of the streetlights had gone out to preserve power. Nobody was around. There were laws which held some businesses to round-the-clock operation, particularly state enterprises, but Kuwba was a small district that had grown around the hotel and there was barely anyone around. There was also nothing much to do. There were a few bars, and a theater, but it was the time of the dead, and any normal and sane person would have just gone home and slept and tried to have fun much later.

	Gulab felt mortified, but at least nobody was around to listen but them.

	"Ah it's nothing. I just have weddings on the mind." Gulab said.

	"Weddings make me feel peace and contentment." Charvi said dispassionately.

	"You know, the Premier wore a suit, but she was still thought of as a bride." Gulab said.

	"I thought of the Premier as our boss." Charvi said.

	Gulab blinked. Sometimes Charvi was so forward, blunt and slightly unimaginative that it was a little disarming to hear. "That's fair. She is kind of like that. You're right."

	"Your concern for gender roles strikes me as sudden and confusing." Charvi said.

	"I mean when you put it that way, I sound like a lunatic, yes."

	Charvi stared at her again. Gulab sighed deeply.

	"Gulab, if you wanted to, I would marry you. But we should be steady for a year first."

	Gulab looked at her with surprise. "Ah, heck with that, we should get married right now."

	"It's a bit soon--"

	"We should go have our own honeymoon then!" Gulab joked. "Wedding be damned!"

	"Our honeymoon?"

	"Yep! Back in the mountain, the bride and groom would get a tent all to themselves far outside town, and they could do whatever they wanted, and be as loud as they wanted to! They would have an entire night and day to themselves up in the mountain pines."

	"That sounds nice."

	"Sure is! I can't imagine how many kids got made on that spot."

	Gulab started to giggle to herself at the thought.

	She suddenly felt Charvi's grip around her wrist tighten a little.

	Quivering slightly, Charvi replied in the most unexpected fashion to those bawdy jokes.

	"Yes. Let's have a honeymoon." She said. "Just the two of us. Somewhere nice."

	"Um?"

	"I'm serious."

	"Eh?"

	"I think, honeymoons are silly but I think the things that are done in honeymoons are good. That's what I'm saying. Gulab, I want to have sex, before we try marrying."

	"Ah?"

	Charvi clapped her hands once. She was likely feeling quite awkward saying that.

	Gulab's mind was still several steps behind the conversation.

	"I've thought-- I've thought of exploring a physical relationship with you." Charvi said.

	"Uh." Gulab blinked. Not in a million years could she have conceived of such a result.

	Not that she thought of Charvi as sexless, and she was obviously a rather dirty-brained person herself, as she believed most people off the mountains rightfully were. And yet--

	"What do you say, Gulab? I understand this is sudden. If you don't want to--"

	Charvi looked directly into her eyes, turning slightly red. Her touch was warmer.

	Gulab was speechless.

	Obviously, the idea appealed to her!

	She found Charvi very attractive and she had to admit to herself that over the past few weeks, when they were off duty and started technically 'dating', that she had more than once thought about her girlfriend Charvi Chadgura in that sort of way. Stroking her silvery hair, feeling her dark, warm skin brush her own as she pulled down the straps of her dress, exploring the contours of her. Necking her, touching her where she was soft--

	From one impulsive thing to another, Gulab's mind began to desert its previous logic.

	No longer concerned with philosophies, she was consumed by action.

	This was her chance! She would have her beloved Charvi all night!

	Before she could even plot out any of the logistics of the situation, Gulab said--

	"I've been waiting for this day to come. I'm actually an expert at this sort of thing."

	Her voice was grandiose, and she twirled her hat and held the brim dramatically.

	That boast, like all her boasts and tall tales, just escaped her mouth naturally.

	She did not even think about what it implied.

	Charvi was staring at her with a curious expression, fascinated with her.

	Gulab pulled on her own collar and averted her eyes.

	"I mean, I've not, I've not really, just-- it's like when you memorize chess strategy."

	"I see." Charvi said. "I will entrust myself to you. I'll be your chess piece."

	"Oof." Gulab suddenly felt that wasn't the best language to employ, by anyone involved.

	Charvi looked around. "But we need a private place. We can't do it at the barracks."

	"Of course not. We'll go to the public lodgings. Anyone can get a room overnight."

	She was talking faster than she was thinking at that point.

	But they still went along with it. Hand in hand, they walked to the nearest Civil Lodge.

	They spoke briefly to the man in the front of the desk, got a room on the ground floor, and locked it behind themselves. They had a bed, a little bathroom off to the side, and it was all theirs for exactly 10 hours, for a very minimal, perfunctory fee. It was good enough to sleep in. It was good enough to sleep with Charvi in. Gulab loved socialism.

	"It looks cozy." Charvi said.

	"It sure does." Gulab said.

	She was starting to stall verbally, her brain beginning to transition from the impulse and ecstasy to the mechanical logic necessary to actually do what she had set out to do.

	And that required her to once again be very nervous about something she had forgotten.

	As Gulab started to hesitate, Charvi slowly walked over to the bed and laid herself down.

	"Gulab, it's very soft here. Like me. I am very soft too."

	Gulab stared at her, narrowing her eyes.

	"Um."

	"Perhaps we can be soft together."

	"Is this more speech training stuff? Did someone teach you to say this?"

	"I am trying to be provocative and sexful." Charvi replied.

	Gulab shook her head slightly.

	"Well, it's uh. It's extremely hot, but, I need to clean up first! One moment!"

	She then ran to the bathroom and locked herself in.

	It was a sparse bathroom. There was not much in there to distract oneself with.

	There was also not a window to jump out of.

	Looking in the mirror, Gulab assessed herself reasonably.

	All of her insecurities started to bubble up inside her head.

	Her head, which was hot as a tea kettle, boiling her own brains.

	Did she look like a woman? Yes, she thought she did. A slightly bony, brusque woman but she had a pretty face. As good as any other girl from the mountain did, she thought.

	Did she feel like a woman? Well, that was up in the air, that changed with the seasons.

	Did she want to be a woman? Of course, that had been a driving force in her life.

	Would Charvi see her as a woman if she took her clothes off and bedded her?

	Gulab ran away from the mirror and back into the other room, half in a nervous panic.

	"Gulab, please treat me gently."

	Charvi was still in bed, curling herself up as if it would make her look more attractive.

	"Please don't go fetal on me." Gulab said. "Please sit up normally."

	Charvi laid up against the pillows. She tried to put on a smile. It was hard for her.

	She was starting to overcome her K.V.W. conditioning that had dulled her emotions, once upon a time. However, she was still a generally dour person with no practice in smiling.

	Inside her head, Gulab's brain steeped in boiling water enough and began to steam.

	"Oh, to hell with it!"

	Gulab crept toward the bed and lunged atop, and she loomed over Charvi.

	Staring down at her lover, she felt every part of herself both tense up and waver.

	Gulab dipped down and kissed Charvi.

	It was a brief kiss, but it was fierce and lustful.

	Seizing each other's lips, pulling slowly apart, nipping their tongues just a bit.

	Gulab locked eyes with Charvi, who was breathing rapidly.

	She loved Charvi. She just had to go out and say it. To say what she had meant to.

	She just had to disclose how she was and explain how she felt. That was all.

	"Charvi, I'm not just any ordinary girl." Gulab said.

	"I know. You're a powerful succubus, come to take me." Charvi said.

	She was not making this any easier!

	"What. No. I mean. Yes. Maybe? What are you talking about?"

	"You're not the only one who has been practicing her chess." Charvi said.

	"What? What does that mean? You've been practicing what exactly?"

	Was this relationship suddenly even more complicated than Gulab thought?

	Charvi clapped in mild distress. "I read some books on good lines to set the mood."

	Thank the spirits, it was still as simple and silly as usual. "Burn them." Gulab said.

	"No, darling; you are my fire." Charvi said. It wasn't even a logical response!

	Gulab grit her teeth, still looming sensually over Charvi in bed.

	"Charvi, I'm trying to come clean that something about me different from most girls, in this situation, that maybe, you should know about, since we're both here, as girls--"

	Charvi blinked and seemed to stop trying to roleplay at that point. "Gulab, what is--"

	At that point the last remaining slivers of tact left Gulab's body.

	She was about to burst like a dam of anxiety and depression if she did not just say it.

	"Ah!" Gulab screamed in frustration. "I keep trying to say this sensitively, but I don't have a sensitive bone in my body! I'm a loud ignorant mountain bumpkin, and Charvi, I have a dick! That's what I wanted to say, okay? I just, I don't want you to think of me like a--"

	Charvi blinked and cut in. "I was afraid you were going to say you were a traitor."

	Gulab shut her eyes hard and felt a knot in her brain, trying to unwind that sentence.

	"Why the heck would I say that? What would that have to do with us sleeping together?"

	"Well, I don't know. What does this have to do with that either?" Charvi asked.

	"Do you--" Gulab pulled herself up a little. She had never even considered that maybe Charvi did not know how to have sex. "Did your parents have the talk with you?"

	Charvi covered her mouth to stifle laughter and averted her gaze, cheeks bright red.

	"I never thought about your body that way." Charvi said. "I don't really think about people's bodies. Do you identify as a Hijra? I've heard Arjun stories about that before."

	"I don't identify as anything." Gulab said, sighing. She was almost breathless and her heart was beating so fast, but at least the fact that this turned into slapstick meant Charvi did not feel disgusted toward her, probably. "I just, I dunno. I was always so close to the women I grew up with, and I always felt so great around them. I hated being thought of and treated as a man, and made to be like the men around me. I wasn't like them, and I didn't end up looking or being like they were. They were so selfish, and they just wanted everything to be their trophy. When I couldn't be exactly like them, when I showed even a hint of interest in my longer hair and my colored clothes and even things like having a doll or wanting to knit or something -- they hated me and humiliated me for it. All of them were so closed off, so thoughtless. I hated it. Even when they tried to use the strength they were so proud of, they failed to protect anyone. I swore all that off!"

	It was a conversation made all the more awkward because Gulab was still looming over Charvi in a bed in a public lodging that they had gotten for the intention of having sex. Charvi, however, was silent, with a very slight smile, and seemed to invite Gulab to keep talking. Her lack of clapping meant a lot to Gulab. She was comfortable listening.

	Despite this, it was a monumentally hard conversation to have. Gulab's mouth felt heavy as she continued to speak. "It's hard to explain, but I felt-- Well, when I came to the communists from the Mountain, they just asked me for my gender, like any old thing, and they just took my answer. Like it didn't matter. And that's when I felt like I could be a girl. I could wear my hair long, dress however I want, talk how I want, and I could be myself without pressure; that's when I realized I never felt like I was a boy anyway."

	"You don't look or feel like anything to me, but just Gulab. Whom I love." Charvi said.

	"Thanks, I guess." Gulab said.

	She felt mortified about the whole thing.

	"Sorry that I just. Shouted in your face about my dick, Charvi."

	"You know Gulab, I've grown to love you because of that." Charvi said.

	"Because I have a dick?" Gulab said in shock. "How did you--?"

	"No. I mean. Yes. I mean. I mean."

	Charvi began to clap her hands rapidly in succession. Gulab blinked.

	"I mean because you are honest and straightforward." Charvi then said, awkwardly.

	"I see." Gulab said, red as a tomato with embarrassment.

	"But I also accept and love. Everything else too." Charvi also looked embarrassed.

	"Well. I am relieved then."

	"Here. I'll prove it."

	Charvi pulled herself up a little up over the pillows, enough to lift her face up to Gulab's. She surprised Gulab with a kiss on the lips, taking her waist around her arms. It wasn't a hungry, lustful kiss like Gulab imagined she would have tonight. It was sweet, bashful.

	They stared deep into each other's eyes. When they separated, Charvi laid back down on the bed, once again safely relaxed under Gulab's looming body, and she continued.

	"Everyone else always treated me like I was weird or broken, because I annoyed them with my mannerisms or because my mind was odd. You never judged me for that, and you believed in me and respected me enough to treat me in the straightforward and honest fashion you treat others. You say you aren't sensitive, but Gulab, that was the most sensitive anyone has treated me. I never thought anyone would love or desire me."

	Gulab made an awkward face, trying to contain how self-conscious she felt.

	"Thanks." Charvi said. "Thank you Gulab. I love you. I love and accept and desire you."

	"I love you too Charvi." Gulab said. "Thank you for-- accepting this ridiculous shit."

	Charvi put on a very big, very forced smile and half-shut eyes.

	It was a genuinely strange, almost creepy expression.

	"Oh Gulab~" She was trying to do something with her voice that was not working at all, because she barely manifested a tone to begin with. "I want to have sex with you."

	"Spirits defend." Gulab said, averting her gaze with shame.

	"Isn't that what I'm supposed to say. I'm supposed to be lascivious."

	"I want to do this, I really do, but I just want you to act naturally."

	Charvi sensually put a finger on Gulab's face but nearly stuck it in Gulab's mouth.

	"I'll bury you. Under my body."

	"But I'm on top right now!"

	"I'll bury you upside down."

	"Let's just go!"

	Gulab suddenly rushed down on Charvi and kissed her, pushing her down on the bed.

	Charvi tried to reciprocate Gulab aggressively, perhaps to reassure her with enthusiasm.

	Their lips locked together; and their foreheads struck dead on and they both fell aside.

	Both of them broke out in laughter, and despite everything the urge remained felt and the fire in them burned all the brighter. There were no words, no more jokes, no hesitation. Eyes locked together, Charvi reached over to Gulab and began to pick apart the buttons on her vest and shirt. Gulab pulled the straps of Charvi's sundress off her shoulders and began to pull the bodice down from over her breasts and to her waist.

	They kissed, touched, wounded themselves together, and they loved every centimeter of skin on each other, neither ashamed to be exposed to the other, neither ashamed of where their hands went, what their lips kissed, and what flesh was entered where. Wordlessly in love, breathlessly in lust, enjoying every moment as was natural.

	That night, the official honeymoon was not the only one celebrated.

	For 10 hours, Gulab and Charvi had their own.

	 

	25th of the Hazel’s Frost 2030 DCE

	Ayvarta, Solstice City — Kuwba Oasis Resort

	 

	Shortly after midnight a stark silence fell over the guest room.

	One final creak of the mattress spring; one last verse in the lover's ragged duet.

	At the peak of their passion the lovers fell onto the bed together.

	Parinita laid on her back, looking up at Madiha at her most physically glorious.

	Her hair thrown about, eyes half-closed, her breasts rising and falling with her rough breathing. Her skin was smooth and bark-brown in the dark, slick and glistening with sweat that made the slight, lean delineations of muscle in her arms, shoulders and belly more visible. She looked like she had been caught in a monsoon, and she was beautiful.

	Her dark, fiery eyes locked to Parinita's own and she smiled softly.

	"Let me hold you." Madiha asked.

	"Of course."

	She rarely expressed a specific desire like that, so it was urgent to accommodate it.

	Parinita tittered as she and Madiha shifted in bed.

	Taller and leaner, Madiha crawled off from atop Parinita and laid breasts against back, holding Parinita with one arm over her chest and another under her weight. Parinita was a little more plump than her girlfriend, and Madiha seemed to want to dig deep into her. She held her tight, and she locked legs with her and drew her head close. Parinita responded, pulling back her strawberry hair from her shoulder so Madiha could eagerly kiss there. She felt Madiha's breathing, a warm pulse rolling down her slick flesh.

	"I love you so much." Parinita said.

	Madiha held a kiss on her neck a little longer in response.

	They laid together for some time, eventually growing quiet and still, Madiha staring into Parinita's shoulder and Parinita staring at the subtle, waving patterns on the wallpaper. She treasured this chance. Not just because she was horned up. It was not that their sex life was sparse; they had enough opportunity to suit both their levels of interest and endurance. But moments like this, when they managed to lay down together without the pressure of time or the tension of something on the horizon, came only once in a while.

	Last time they got to have sex and then bide their time, alone and at peace, without responsibility for hours and hours at a time, must have been Rangda, after the festival. Parinita had been the aggressive one then too -- she usually always was. Madiha tended to turn the tables around eventually, however. This time had been like that as well. Though she seemed like a muted person, Madiha was quietly intense. It was delightful.

	Parinita often wondered what Madiha thought in these circumstances. She didn't think to ask. She knew a lot about her lover's interior life when it came to other matters. But they never talked much about sex or about being in bed, or about their relationship. Parinita felt too insecure to seek the answers; she felt better thinking it must all be fine.

	That night however, Madiha seemed finally inclined to make conversation.

	"Parinita, I'm going to keep fighting, you know?"

	Internally, Parinita sighed. Both fondly, but also a touch annoyed.

	"I know."

	"Even if you ask me to stop. I know that I couldn't."

	"Hey, I would not ask you to. I'm a soldier too! Or do you not consider me one?"

	That seemed to give Madiha pause. "I wouldn't be able to do this without you."

	"Damn right you wouldn't! I've seen the notes you take for that book of yours."

	"Thank you for organizing everything. I'd be like a brain without a spine otherwise."

	Parinita was not sure that was what the spine did, but like animals, maybe Madiha just was not taught much about anatomy. She laughed a little to herself and held her peace.

	Madiha sighed deeply.

	"Why did you fall in love with me, Parinita?"

	It was so sudden that Parinita couldn't help but laugh nervously.

	"This is not how you ask to go another round." Parinita replied.

	She felt her heartbeat swell a little.

	At least she confirmed she was not only person with low self esteem in the room.

	Madiha whispered a barely audible apology.

	"Sorry."

	"Don't be. I understand. After all, I'm such a catch. Seventy kilos of film trivia!"

	She intended it in jest, but it came off more malicious.

	"The sarcasm there saddens me." Madiha said. "I was just thinking what an amazing person you are Parinita. It's honestly still like a dream to me that we can be like this."

	Parinita held on to Madiha's hand, laid on her waist.

	"I'm sorry too." Parinita said. "It's just a weird question. Let me think about it."

	"There doesn't have to be a reason I guess. It's fine as long as we're both in love."

	"You're right, there really doesn't need to be a reason. But I know you like to make sense of the unknowable in all your doings." Parinita turned around in bed suddenly. She pushed herself a little so she would be at eye level with the rather taller Madiha.

	Looking back into those eyes, so deeply, really brought back a lot of memories.

	She remembered when she first saw Madiha, in Gowon's office, the instant she walked into the room to be scolded and made a fool of. Parinita had to admit to herself that she had an awful dirty mind about the whole thing. Within the haze of stress and shame she felt as she was made Gowon's scapegoat, Parinita thought Madiha was delectably tall, that she looked like she'd aced her PT, and that she had a pretty face to boot.

	But she was not about to tell Madiha, "In between almost pissing myself about my boss turning me in, and the shelling, I briefly thought I wanted to fuck you when we met."

	Especially since she only had a few fleeting moments of arousal before a war started.

	She recalled another scene however. Seeing Madiha running downhill with Parinita in tow, desperate to reach their comrades as the war started, desperate to mount a defense and to resist the tide of violence. She was in such a haze back then, everything was crazy, and their relationship seemed built on a foundation of such craziness, from Parinita's superstition to Madiha's actual supernatural power to their unequal rank in a military structure and to the violence and the threat of violence that pervaded their lives.

	That day, however, she realized with a great sadness that Madiha was profoundly lonely. Profoundly, thoroughly, alone, in a world of her own that seemingly nobody understood. Some of it was Madiha's own doing. She was so obsessed with doing right by others and so selfish in her own sacrifice. She was like that all of the time with everything that she did. She was so like that, she had not asked nor given room for Parinita to reciprocate her tonight, and they were already pretending to have completely wound down in bed.

	It was that which, to Parinita, defined Madiha most. Her loneliness: she was unique in a lot of ways, but being unique only made her more alone. Being exceptional made her alone. Being needed of and demanded of, made her alone. And internalizing those things and putting them ahead of herself at all times, made her alone. She was alone because only she could understand herself; she was alone because she expected that only she herself could or should take on burdens and dangers alone. Alone and made alone.

	Left to her own devices, Madiha would have died alone in Bada Aso and wanted to.

	Parinita saw that in her on that day and throughout the glory and tragedy of Bada Aso.

	She saw it in Rangda, at the formal start of their romantic relationship, too.

	She even saw it now. Left to her own devices Madiha would die and die alone and want to.

	And it vexed her. She wanted more than anything to accompany Madiha. She wanted her to not be alone; she wanted to penetrate that world of hers, to learn and know and see and feel and taste everything that was Madiha. Even if it meant to be the one other person alone with Madiha if that was what it took. Even if it hurt her; or hurt others.

	When she saw those lonely eyes bent on their own self destruction, Parinita wanted to burn with her, to burn at her side. She wanted the glory, she wanted the tragedy, and she wanted the moments like this, of the profound peace of two alone individuals together.

	Because she was alone too, and she saw the most kindred person in her life on that day.

	Left to her own devices, Parinita would have died alone too.

	And she would have wanted to.

	Maybe that, too, was part of the craziness. Maybe that also did not make any sense.

	Maybe it was contradictory.

	Maybe it was selfish.

	Maybe she concocted it in her own head out of nothing.

	She loved Madiha.

	"I like tall women with short hair, but not too short. I like them a little feminine."

	Madiha blinked hard and looked confused.

	"I'm kidding."

	Parinita giggled. She felt such a surge of emotion looking at Madiha's eyes.

	She started to weep.

	"I'm such an oaf, I'm sorry." Madiha said. "I did not mean to offend you."

	"You didn't." Parinita settled down, still both giggling and weeping, and found the words. "Madiha, I fell in love with you, because when I see you trying your hardest to put the whole world on your shoulders and fall to the ground with it, I can't help but get under there and grab, even though I'm fat and useless and can barely lift a chair anyway."

	She couldn't help but throw in a little self deprecation.

	Madiha drew her face closer to Parinita's.

	"You're not useless and you're not fat. You're beautiful and smart and healthy."

	But she was weak, Parinita supposed. Nothing there about her lifting abilities.

	Parinita giggled even harder.

	"You are an oaf sometimes, Madiha Nakar! A big dumb oaf!"

	She took hold of Madiha and was suddenly on top of her, a big grin on her face.

	She threw her hair back, straddling Madiha.

	She envisioned herself, towering over Madiha, nude, candle-lit red.

	For once she thought, she must have looked glorious.

	Her hands reached around Madiha's hips, tracing teasing lines down her outer thighs.

	Madiha looked up at her with a slowly broadening smile.

	Leaning down, Parinita took Madiha into a kiss.

	"I'm my turn to be on top now."

	Parinita pressed her weight atop Madiha, her fingers sliding from outer to inner thigh.

	"I'd love that." Madiha replied.

	She was awkward but clearly enthusiastic.

	That, too, was rare.

	And Parinita loved it.

	She loved it while she could.

	Everyone on Solstice did.

	They loved, feverishly and with haste, while they still could.

	

	

	Ayvarta, Solstice City — Kuwba Oasis Resort

	 

	It was a brand new day in Solstice. Scarcely 0900 and the sun was already bearing down.

	There was a good breeze, however, and the resort had a fresh, tropical scent to it.

	In front of the hotel, the bride's guests stood together, smiling and vibrant, waiting to be sent off. Gulab and Charvi had been a little late, but they looked brilliant, hand in hand, their faces glowing with warmth and joy. Parinita and Madiha were a picture perfect couple (though they would have insisted they were not if pried), recently showered and manicured by the staff, their clothes freshly ironed. They smiled knowingly at each other, wondering idly what had Gulab and Charvi so happy, but being too serene to pry.

	Meanwhile, the bride had a rough night. Though dressed well in the complimentary sari and a midriff-bearing choli and skirt, silken and bright purple and blue and gold, Kremina Qote was pale in the face, her ponytail a touch disheveled. She had bags under her eyes and an unfriendly expression on her face. At her side, Daksha Kansal was calm and collected but her posture was a little unsteady and her eyes wandered. Both had clearly drank too much and had a tumultuous evening with the resulting illness.

	"Thank you all for helping us celebrate our wedding as our honored guests." Daksha said.

	Kremina handed each of them a complimentary little gift of a lotus flower in a glass orb.

	It was customary to treat the honored guests: in this case, the maid selected by the bride (Parinita,) the best man selected by the groom (Madiha) and the wedding shooters.

	However, the grace and cheer with which they accepted their gifts only put the bride off.

	"Good, good, yes. Very nice, thank you all, etcetera." She hissed. "Young people are henceforth banned from this hotel! Nobody younger than me, nobody! I don't want to see anyone under sixty years of age around me! Only old spent women trying to enjoy their honeymoon hangovers are allowed. Dismissed! Go have fun somewhere else. Goodbye!"

	She practically shooed away the guests. Daksha looked away from the sight, and laughing and smiling, the two couples went their ways, as the bride and groom looked on.

	There was a melancholy air about it, but they were proud and happy in their own way.

	"Ugh. It'd be cliche to say, 'those girls are our future' or something, wouldn't it?"

	Kremina took a step closer to Daksha and held onto her arm, leaning into her side.

	Daksha smiled and caressed her hair. "You could say that, but those girls already have another generation waiting in the wings that they're going to be responsible for. Time moves too fast these days. It's us who should have been leaving them soon; I wish we would have left them better than this. What was it Lena said? Communism in 10 years?"

	"That was always optimistic." Kremina said. "You're not going to let her fight, are you?"

	She had changed the subject very quickly. She was referring to Madiha, now.

	"She will have her chance someday." Daksha replied.

	Kremina did not push the subject.

	She was exhausted, but more than that, she was starved for affection.

	"Daksha, I'm sorry for sleeping through our wedding night. Can I make it up to you?"

	She reached around behind Daksha's back and grabbed quite a handful of her rear.

	Daksha silently and sternly took her by the shoulder and pulled her up into a kiss.

	"You can make out with me." Daksha said upon releasing her.

	Kremina pushed herself back up into the kiss anew and with vigor.

	"I'm thinking of a lot more than that." She replied.

	Neither wanted to govern right now, not just yet. For now, they were still just brides.

	And the future was still, for just a little bit longer, on hold.

	

	

	30th of the Hazel’s Frost 2030 DCE

	Ayvarta, Solstice City — Kashlikraj, Civil Lodge

	 

	Basanti Rahani opened his eyes not in the officer's barracks but in a sparsely furnished, cozy little private room. His hair had fallen over his eyes. It had gotten longer than he thought. He liked it. It was nice. Somewhere around the shoulder was a good length.

	His hair, and his face, were slick with sweat. Solstice was so much hotter than Bada Aso.

	Behind his back, he felt warmth, and a strong, comforting embrace.

	One arm wrapped around his chest. He felt a kiss on his neck.

	Meanwhile the other arm slinked around his waist. A hand cupped tight over his groin.

	Rahani let out a delighted little giggle. He kept himself from becoming too excited.

	"Breakfast and a shower first. Then we can go again." Rahani said sternly.

	"How long do we have the room for?"

	Rahani turned around. He met his husband's face and pecked his lips quickly.

	"We've got a few hours." Rahani said.

	"I haven't seen you in so long Santi. I really want you, you know?"

	There was just something delectable about hearing his pet name said aloud again.

	Naveen was an technician working with the Prajna super-heavy gun team, and Rahani was a field artillery officer, so their married life had been on and off and difficult. Before the war, Rahani had been angling for a promotion to work as part of the Prajna team. He was closer than ever to getting it; his team's heroics in Bada Aso and Rangda were well recognized, and all of them were advancing to officer ranks themselves. Soon, Rahani would not be needed to guide them. He could move on to the next step in his career.

	And more importantly, to the next step in his married life: seeing his husband every day.

	For now, though, they still only saw each other during little escapades like this one.

	They were patient; this was good enough. Rahani put on a salacious grin for his man.

	"I know Naveen. But until you take a bath, I'm not going back down there for you."

	It was Rahani's turn to grab somewhere and Naveen nearly jumped at the sensation.

	He sucked in his lips briefly and smiled at Rahani, who had him under the sheets, subtly teasing him. Naveen had a precious face, angular and inviting. He and Rahani fit together like lock and key; Rahani's small, slender softness and Naveen's tall, round, thick beauty. Rahani truly wanted to just sink into him, but things had to be done appropriately. After all, Rahani was a very clean person, appearances mattered to him.

	He wanted to make love fresh, comfortable, smelling like roses and in a pretty dress.

	"Come on, if you let me dress up, you can dress me back down." Rahani said.

	Naveen smiled. "Ah, but it's like pulling back the petals on a lotus flower, Santi. Sometimes its a shame. You dress up so well." He raised a hand to Rahani's chin. "Why not just stay here with me. I'm ready to go and you won't even have to lift a finger."

	As much as the suggestion both appealed and made him cringe, Rahani said nothing.

	Instead, Rahani caressed Naveen's face also. They kissed one more time, this time pulling in each other's lips for a little longer, enough to taste tongue. Then Rahani rolled out of bed. Behind him, Naveen laid back in the bed, a mixture of placid satisfaction and mild frustration in his face and actions. He crossed his arms and looked at the ceiling.

	"If it's too frustrating, I can dress up in the other room." Rahani teased.

	He had a fondness for feminine clothes, and in general cultivated a very feminine appearance, though he always thought of himself as more of a man, if he was anything at all. On some level, the genderedness of things was felt false to him, but he liked the idea of being a man with straight, silky hair, a delicate figure, a face done up with pigments, and a flower in his hair. From the clothes complimentary to the room, Rahani picked out a sari and a choli of humble make but with nice, bright colors, and a skirt to match. Donning sandals, and plucking a flower to pin with his hair, he bid Naveen wait for him.

	Naveen, arms still crossed, continued to stare at the ceiling.

	"Take a shower or I'll be crueler than I have been! I promise!" Rahani said.

	Naveen sighed but smiled at the doggedness of his self-styled wife. He got up.

	Rahani stared at his bulky figure for one enticing moment before making himself go.

	He was almost contemplating just showering with him and doing the deed there.

	But proprieties separated the roses from the weeds! It would be worth waiting.

	Besides which, he was actually hungry for more than his husband at that moment.

	Outside the lodge, Kashlikraj was busy with traffic, the nearby roads choked with vehicles, and crowds on the streets and around the nearby buildings. Its newfound adjacency to the center of government power, after Daksha Kansal moved the central offices of the army to its vicinity, meant a lot more coming and going than the neighborhood had ever seen. It was already one of the newer and more modern of Solstice's districts, at least circa 2015 when it was near completely redone.

	Now with the introduction of many government workers and the conversion of the infrastructure to support them, Kashlikraj was turning into Solstice's new nerve center.

	There were some growing pains, exacerbated by the war.

	As Rahani made his way across the street, he found the traffic shaped not solely by demand in the newly crowned district, but by something of a catastrophe. Looking over the line of decorative shrubbery along the street, Rahani saw a massive collapse in the center of the road, exposing water and electric veins and even some of the sewer. There was one civil guard slowly leading small traffic around the corner and past the affected area, and a road sign was put up forbidden the entry of large trucks for the moment.

	Several such large trucks were parked on the street farther ahead, waiting.

	Rahani approached the hole to get a closer look, and heard several people arguing.

	"We've had our goods truck held up a block away for an hour now, surely you can't be closing the entire neighborhood down for one hole can you?" asked an irate manager of some kind of state store. He was throwing his hands up in front of the civil guard.

	"I had a truck with construction materials headed for the northern districts turned around and frozen for two hours now! I need you to release it to leave at once!" This second voice came from an older woman in overalls, waving a clipboard at the guard.

	Between the two and several others, the civil guard seemed like a scared teenager surrounded by an angry mob. He couldn't have been any older than Adesh was now.

	The Guard crossed his arms and averted his gaze and spoke in an unsteady voice.

	"I'm sorry, we're very short staffed at the moment, we closed down the neighborhood roads and froze incoming heavy traffic to check for structural problems in the roads connecting to this one. I'm afraid I can't personally redirect your vehicles anywhere. We've got some folks from the engineering college coming in soon and if they think the connecting roads are good enough then everyone can go on their way promptly."

	Rahani felt sorry for the whole lot of them. All of the experienced construction workers and civil engineers were farther south, helping build the earthworks and camps and other defenses against the incoming Noctish forces. All they could spare were students to help fix the roads, and because Kashlikraj was suddenly so important, everyone involved with this problem was twice as paranoid as they needed to be about safety and security. The Civil Guard had been heavily tapped for more military power, too, so the average age and experience of the patrolmen and women of Solstice had dropped dramatically.

	Rahani wondered if the person back at the guard outpost calling the shots on this was also younger than him and frightened to death at the prospect of more failing roads.

	"For god's sake man! Just let us turn around and we'll redirect through Yoruba instead!"

	"I'm afraid I can't release any of the vehicles right now. I'm sorry. I'm following orders."

	Around the Guard the crowd grew increasingly agitated. Rahani did not think that a fight would start, but he knew the Guard was under a lot of pressure and that everyone would lean on him to get their side of the affair done, or harass him until he fled responsibility. It was an ugly insight into the way their daily lives strained under the weight of the war. Solstice was understaffed and overwhelmed; Rahani was only given respite because he had already faced two deadly battles with his unit. Otherwise, he'd be straining too.

	Rahani turned away from the scene and headed for the civil canteen across the street.

	He would pick up some bread and lentils, milk and yogurt, and run back to the lodge.

	The first clue that his plans were about to go awry was that the Canteen windows did not have a fresh basket of the day's ingredients. Wilted greens and some day old fermenting yogurt sat in a forlorn half-empty basket on the storefront. The Canteen was nearly deserted, with only one teenage girl on staff who was sitting behind the front counter with her head on her hands. Rahani walked in and found the banquet tables nearly empty. On a normal day they were stuffed with the day's goods and arrayed neatly along the sides and corners of the store. Today, many tables were packed up in one corner.

	Not to say there was not any food. There was fresh bread, a pot of yellow lentils, a jar of dried fruits and sugared dried fruits, and two serving jugs of clean and carbonated water. There was no yogurt, milk, vegetables, fruit juice or paneer. It was the most barren that Rahani had seen a civil canteen in a major city like this, and it scared him.

	At the sight of a customer, the girl looked up and tried to put on a smile, but it was clear that she was under a lot of stress today. God knows how many hungry and irritable people she had to deal with today. It must been such a shock to her and to everybody, to come into a Canteen without food in the Socialist Dominances of Solstice. In Solstice City itself no less! He had to wonder as to the cause of this. Had the war caught up this fast?

	The Canteen Girl picked up a hole puncher and bid Rahani to come closer.

	"Hujambo!" She definitely had a teenage girl's voice and stature. Rahani smiled back. She snapped the hole puncher in the air. "Sorry comrade, normally we don't really insist on this much, but they're really tightening the regulations so I'm going to need to punch your meal card today. You can take anything you want though, don't worry."

	"Can I take out a card?" Rahani asked nervously. He had left all his things except a little money, in case it was needed, back at the lodge. He expected to walk in and walk out.

	Everyone had become accustomed to it in recent years.

	Across the desk, the girl averted her gaze. "I'm really not supposed to do this anymore, but I really like your flower and dress, so I'll make an exception." She said.

	She gave him a little smile and passed him a meal card with one hole punched already.

	There were two holes for each day for one week. Rahani was surprised.

	It was a much tighter rationing system, one that could change week to week!

	"Miss, is this your card? I'm not sure--"

	"The Staff eat all the leftovers anyway, so its fine." She said. "I took it out for myself yesterday and nobody's checking the numbers yet. Just get one yourself soon. You can't just pick them up at the canteen anymore. There's specific times at the local Council."

	"Thank you." Rahani said.

	"Enjoy the bread. I made it myself."

	"By any chance, do you know when you're scheduled to receive more food?"

	In response the girl nodded her head toward the east.

	"We're supposed to have a truck coming. I don't know what's happening with it. Don't expect fresh fruit or veggies for the rest of the week though. We're making do with dried sugared fruits and canned palms and mushrooms and stuff like that for now."

	"Thanks miss."

	Rahani picked up a box and grabbed some bread, a few cups of lentils, some of the fruits and some plain water, and walked back out. On the street, the guard was putting up some caution tape and standing behind it so nobody could come near him, and turned his back on the small crowd of irate people looking for an answer. Everyone politely declined to jump the tape and bash him; it was still Ayvarta even if they were all mad, and they limited their frustrations to shouting. Nobody had descended to savagery.

	Yet.

	Staring down at his box of food and the diminished offerings at the Canteen, Rahani wondered, with fear deep in his heart. Did the same desperation he felt to love his husband and to drink of him all that he could, while he still could, extend to everyone else around him? Without knowing it, was this city beginning to live its last days? How would that desperation grow? Would it remain kind and naive? Would it turn wretched?

	Nobody was jumping the caution tape to hit the young, rookie guard. Yet.

	All of that vanished from Rahani's mind as soon as he entered the lodge again.

	His desperation grew suddenly greater. He felt, fearfully, that he was living his last days.

	He heard the shower going off, and with a swelling feeling in his chest, he stripped off all his clothes and ran into the bathroom. He saw Naveen in the shower and ran to him and threw himself at his back, hugging his waist. Naveen tensed up briefly, then relaxed; Rahani could feel the stirring of his muscles and girth and the softening of him, and he wanted to cry. As the warm water descended upon them, some tears did escape.

	"I was missing you already." Naveen said, in good humor.

	He reached behind his back and squeezed Rahani's hip. Rahani smiled against his back.

	"I missed you too."
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	Madiha Nakar threw open the door to Daksha Kansal's office, fuming.

	Behind her, Cadao Chakma, the defense minister, looked insignificantly small.

	Opposite them, Daksha Kansal sat behind her desk. She had been in conference with the diplomat from Helvetia, Larissa Finesse, but Madiha had not heeded Minister Chakma's warnings to remain outside, and barged in suddenly. Larissa raised a skeptical eyebrow upon seeing her, and Daksha sighed and frowned as if she knew what was happening.

	"Premier, I demand an explanation for why Marshal Vikramajit came out of retirement to lead the First Solstice Front. As a General I don't believe this to be a wise course--"

	"Did you have ambitions for the position?" Daksha replied. "That's new."

	Madiha blinked, confused. "New?"

	"You're normally so passive and obedient." Daksha said.

	They were talking almost like mother and daughter. Larissa looked confused.

	And yet they carried on the theater in front of her and Chakma anyway.

	"I'm sorry ma'am, I tried to stop her--"

	"It's not your fault, Cadao." Daksha said.

	Madiha crossed her arms and grumbled. She was trying to center herself and failing. Everyone could see the fire in her eyes. "I had several glowing recommendations from various officers and volunteered for the position. I even submitted a detailed plan. I think, to pass me over for a man enjoying his retirement is an unduly harsh reprimand."

	"We passed you over because you are needed here in Solstice and your ideas are not needed on the front right now." Daksha said. "We are not mounting a counteroffensive."

	"My plan has been meticulously researched and is realistic to our strength! Tell me what Vikramajit has done that makes him appear suitable to lead the war for our lives!"

	Madiha was shouting.

	Daksha sighed and rubbed her own forehead. "We're not talking about this. You will train the Solstice garrison for now and build up your Mechanized unit. You're the only one here with relevant frontline combat experience and a glowing academy record. We need you here. For god's sake most of our army is younger than you right now. Leave the heroics to them for now and focus on rebuilding our officer cadres! We need you!"

	The Premier was becoming emotional. Every 'we need you' was hoarser than the last.

	"Now dismissed!" Daksha shouted.

	"With all due respect ma'am--" Madiha shouted back.

	"You're not showing me any respect with your attitude, Madiha. Out! Now!"

	Madiha turned her back furiously, swiping her hand at the desk in frustration.

	One of Daksha's pictures fell from the desk in response, for some mysterious reason.

	Cadao Chakma bowed profusely and then followed Madiha out the door.

	Daksha's head sank into her hands.

	"Oh, this is a shame."

	Larissa picked up the remains of the frame and the photo and put it on the desk.

	It was a picture of Daksha, dressed in her cloak and worker overalls, what she wore as a bandit in Bada Aso. On her shoulders rode a precociously tall but still clearly child-like Madiha Nakar, aged 8 or 9 or 10 -- who could really know? Madiha was dressed in her own little overalls with a newsboy cap, and had her delivery girl satchel with her.

	"You should get this reframed. It's a beautiful photo." Larissa said.

	"I will." Daksha replied.

	Larissa looked back over her shoulder at the closed door.

	"Do you feel like you have to protect her?" Larissa asked.

	"This country can't keep standing on her back. Even if she will keep letting it."

	Daksha put the photo in a drawer and turned her full attention back to Larissa.

	"We've exploited Madiha Nakar enough. We've exploited all our youth enough. It's time for tired old women to make tired old women decisions for the future of these kids."

	"I see." Larissa said. She seemed, for once, sympathetic toward the Premier. "In that case, let us resume. We were talking about your oil and gold for our industrial equipment--"

	"Yes, let's get back to it."

	This was all for the best, Kansal told herself.

	It absolutely had to be.
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